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ABSTRACT 
LOOSE COUPLING AT A LARGE PUBLIC UNIVERSITY 
AND THE IMPACT IT HAS ON STUDENTS: 
A CASE STUDY OF THE UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES OF POLICY 
IMPLEMENTATION 
MAY 2008 
BERNETTE A MELBY, B.S., UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA 
M.A., THE COLLEGE OF SAINT CATHERINE 
ED.D., UNIVERISTY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor David F. Schuman 
When students leave the university they enter a world fdled with complex 
organizations. The U.S. education system socializes students to function well in the 
workforce (Bidwell, 2005; Hallinan, 2005; Bowles & Gintis; 1977, 2002). The focus of 
this study is how attending a large public university prepares students for life in complex 
organizations. Schools along with families are primary socializing agents of students 
(Hallinan, 2005). Policy is a powerful tool used by complex organizations to shape and 
structure individual behavior (Morgan, 1997; Schuman, 1976). Policies and policy 
implementation are designed to produce intended consequences, or outcomes; however, 
policy implementation has unintended and unanticipated consequences as well. One 
study of higher education found students who attend college are comfortable with 
complex organizations (Schuman, 1982). Large public research universities have grown 
into complex organizations, described by Kerr (1995) as “Multiversities.” It is in this 
multiversity environment that a student learns about complex organizations. Although 
policy consequence studies exist, exploration of unintended consequences is not a typical 
dissertation topic. Organizational structure affects student learning (Berger, 2002). 
Unintended consequences of policy implementation in the loosely coupled, complex 
organization of a large public university remain relatively unexplored. 
This phenomenological study explored the unintended consequences to student’s 
lives of a single policy, Absence from Class Due to Illness, in the loosely coupled, 
complex organization of a large public university through observation of study 
participant experiences. Study participants included university personnel: faculty, 
administrative deans, health service physicians, health service staff, and students 
interviewed between June 2006 and February 2007. Data collection included semi- 
structured interviews and document review. The complexity of the university appears 
through this single policy lens and allows us to see how students learn to live in this 
complex environment. The dissertation discussed three student learning themes 
emerging from study participant stories 1) learning the system, 2) making the system 
work and 3) handling ambiguity. Implications and future research for the study of higher 
education are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 
As the Director of the campus Health Service, I was not surprised when the Chair 
of the Undergraduate Deans Committee invited me to discuss students’ absence from 
class at one of their monthly meetings. Delighted to meet with Deans from all the 
schools and colleges across the University, I assembled a variety of information including 
absence related forms used by health service providers, absence related statistics, and 
copies of the Absence from Class Due to Illness policy in preparation for the meeting. 
While accumulating the information I found it ironic that the form providing notification 
to faculty for students seen at the Health Service was a reproduction of the University 
policy stating “Health Services providers do not provide excuses to students” and I 
became curious about how that affected students. The absence related statistics I 
collected showed several thousand excuses generated each semester by Health Services 
staff. Additionally, I met with the Health Service medical staff soliciting their 
perspective on the student absence from class issue. One physician described a concern 
shared by many of the medical staff “Why does the University have a policy stating we 
do not give students excuses for illness, yet thousands are generated annually?” 
At the Undergraduate Deans Committee meeting, each Dean discussed the 
problems they encounter with student absence from class. The Deans’ concerns were 
similar to those of the medical staff. The Absence from Class Due to Illness (the Policy) 
process did not seem to work for Health Services medical staff, faculty, academic deans, 
and administrative deans, yet the process persisted. The majority of Deans at the meeting 
voiced concern about problems arising from the Policy process and the impact the 
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process had within their particular college or school. Each faculty member handled 
absence due to illness differently; the rules were unclear to most faculty and students. 
Chaotic implementation and uncertain application of the absence process caused the 
Deans to feel that absence issues were a continual occurrence. Absence issues generated 
large volumes of work and frustration for deans and faculty, and created uncertainty for 
students. 
I listened patiently during the Dean’s meeting. When the time for questions 
seemed appropriate, I asked the Deans: “What are we teaching students through this 
process?” Blank stares and extended silence were the responses to my question. At the 
end of the Dean’s meeting, several group members received assignments for developing a 
“fix.” Enthusiastically I started to work on “fixing” the process. The “fix” remained 
illusive because the actual problem was unclear. The process was frustrating, persisting 
unchanged after months of meetings and conversations. 
The recurring thought running through my mind during information gathering, 
meetings, conversations, and observations was: “What are we teaching students when we 
send them through this process?” Questions and concerns resonated and stayed with me. 
I subsequently observed many hours of medical staff and clinic time consumed by this 
process, and at times students abusing the system and seeking notes when they were not 
too ill to attend class (the notes provided). The perennial conversation predictably 
anticipated at the end of winter semester remained unchanged, “Could we discuss 
students’ absence from class”? 
As I struggled to find the answer, I thought of my Father. When I was growing 
up if I was unable to solve a problem he would say, “Look closer you will find the 
answer.” I started thinking: “Was it the policy?’” “Was it the way the policy is 
implemented?” “Was it the process?” The answers to these questions remained, 
unanswered, and seemingly invisible and resistant to change. The question: “What do 
students learn by the way we manage this policy?” stayed with me. 
Again recalling my Father’s advice, I wondered could looking closer mean 
looking at the issue differently. Shifting my focus, I thought more about the students 
rather than seeing a system in need of “fixing.” Rethinking led me to questions directed 
at students learning in this process. This changed how I viewed the issue. Someday 
students leave the university and enter the work world. I pondered if students learn 
something by being part of the university process. If so, what might that be? Are there 
unintended consequences of learning about life in a complex organization? 
I began to wonder if there are outcomes not yet observed simply because they 
remain invisible. Aware that higher education research focuses on student outcomes that 
are measurable such as placement rates, career in chosen field, income, etc. My thoughts 
focused on students and an inquiry into the unintended learning about life in a complex 
organization that perhaps we teach without knowing. 
Schuman’s (1982) study of higher education found this result of attending 
college: students who attend college are comfortable with complex organizations. Given 
this finding, and the significance of higher education, it is important to know what about 
higher education influences students. As Bowles and Gintis note, “To capture the 
economic import of education, we must relate its social structure to the forms of 
consciousness, interpersonal behavior, and personality it fosters and reinforces in 
students” (1976, pg. 9). Bowles and Gintis (1976, 2002) inform us that the design of U.S. 
3 
education is to socialize students for the work force and that universities prepare students 
based on the capitalist needs of society. Two components of this socialization are the 
structure and reward system of educational organizations (Bowles & Gintis, 2002, 1976). 
Berger (2002) tells us that organizational influences on students, while not a new 
concept, remains largely understudied. Large public research universities have grown 
into complex organizations, described by Kerr (1995) as “Multiversities.” Into this 
environment we invite students. Students entering the university have extensive 
experience with school environments. For many undergraduates this may be their first 
independent encounter with a large complex organization, or at least their first encounter 
as an adult (Godwin & Markham, 1996). 
Loose coupling is a specific model of organization that describes the working 
relationships between and amongst departments. It is used to describe the large public 
research university. Developed by Weick (1976), the loose coupling model describes the 
relationships between departments and/or people as loose or tightly coupled. Coupling is 
not a fixed state; rather, it is along a continuum and may vary by situation. Units 
described as loosely coupled have little interaction; change in one subunit has little 
impact on other subunits of the organization and lines of authority are not shared. Loose 
coupling is considered necessary for the effective functioning of large public universities 
(Bimbaum, 1988; Lutz, 1982; Weick, 1976). Loose coupling allows for and supports the 
flexibility and adaptability required to achieve various goals, functions, and competing 
interests of the complex organization, the multiversity. It is in this environment that a 
student learns about complex organizations. 
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Understanding the college experience is particularly important because, for many 
students, it is where they learn and adapt to the organizational environment (Godwin & 
Markham, 1996). The purpose of this study is to begin an exploration of the functional 
interface between the student and the organization. The goal is to gain an understanding 
of how the loosely coupled organization affects students. While there are many ways to 
view the organization's affect on students, one way to view this environment is through 
the example of a single policy that traverses the entire organization. Specifically, this 
study explores the perceptions and behaviors of students relative to one policy. 
Looking at one policy and its implementation, we can see Weick’s concept of 
loose coupling in operation. The Absence from Class Due to Illness policy, referred to as 
“the Policy,’' provides a useful example. Universities generally have an attendance 
policy outlining the expectation that students attend class. Frequently, authority for the 
development of guidelines and implementation of the policy resides with 
faculty/instructors. There are a number of participants involved with the implementation 
of this policy including; administration consisting of deans (academic and 
administrative); departments, faculty and instructors; and health service, medical 
providers and support staff. All of these participants have a role in the implementation of 
the Policy; however, they may or may not have similar lines of authority, accountability, 
or understanding of the policy and how it works. 
Although policy consequence studies exist, exploration of unintended 
consequences is not a typical dissertation topic. We know, in the case of the Policy, the 
intended consequence is that students will need a medical excuse to miss class. What we 
do not know is the unintended consequence of the policy implementation in the loosely 
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coupled organization. While it is likely difficult to “prove” this kind of unintended 
consequence, we can learn from this exercise. Although we cannot prove unintended 
consequences, unintended consequences can lead to observable side effects. The hope is 
that this study provides data which allowing us to see the consequences of this particular 
policy and then identify the unintended consequences, thereby enhancing our 
understanding of what Schuman (1982) found: students attending college learn to be 
comfortable in complex organizations. Learning to be comfortable in complex 
organizations remains relatively unexplored. By viewing a single policy in the 
environment of the university, and what happens to students, we can see beyond the 
obvious to the hidden impact of the organization on students. Perhaps, we can then infer 
something about the consequence of the university organization on students who attend a 
large public university. 
Statement of the Problem 
Policy is a powerful tool used by complex organizations to shape and structure 
individual behavior (Morgan, 1997; Schuman, 1976). Policies are the rules and 
guidelines that inform members of the organization what are acceptable behaviors, limit 
individual discretion and help ensure predictability (Bolman & Deal, 1997). Policies and 
policy implementation are designed to produce intended consequences, or outcomes; 
however, policy implementation has unintended and unanticipated consequences as well 
(Kingdom 1995). These unintended consequences may have significant impact and may 
remain invisible. The impact on students is of particular interest to me. 
The goal ot this research is to begin to see the unintended consequences of policy 
implementation in higher education. The intention is to see what inferences can be drawn 
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that helps us understand the impact of attending college on students. This is a study 
about the unintended consequences of a policy as implemented in the complex 
organization of a large public university. 
While there is an abundance of literature about the impact of college on students, 
simply having a large number of publications does not mean there is significant 
understanding or knowledge of colleges impact on students (Astin, 1977). Additionally, 
although organizational behavior as a field of study enjoys a rich history, applying it to 
higher education is relatively new. Many of the organizational studies of colleges tend to 
focus on the structure and governance of the institution. Few studies, if any, focus on the 
individual student (Berger & Milem, 2000), and there appears to be no study to date that 
explores the effect participating in a loosely coupled organization has on students. Our 
world is filled with complex organizations, learning to behave in them is a crucial aspect 
of socialization (Godwin & Markham, 1996; Van Maanen, 1976). Yet, what we 
understand of students’ unique experiences in the loosely coupled environment remains 
limited. 
It is important to understand the intended and unintended impact of higher 
education and the way students learn. Beginning to observe an aspect of education 
different from what has been observed and may offer a glimpse of student’s connection to 
their world. As Schuman (1982) perspective so precisely captures, 
Higher education - what a college degree/ education might mean - seems a 
worthwhile topic for several reasons. Education is enormously important 
in the United States. Let me be more specific. Education, and particularly 
higher education, is something almost everyone in the United States has to 
come to terms with. There is a myth of higher education that affects us 
all, and its effects are not easily understood. The effects are different from 
things like social status, economic gain, job mobility, and so forth, which 
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we know about. The subject of education helps connect the individual to 
his or her world (p. 5). 
Berger and Milem (2000) tell us it is the functional experiences of students, 
although appearing trivial, that are the intersection of the student and the organization. In 
these intersections we may find new ways of understanding how attending college affects 
students. Although it is difficult to see this type of consequence, we know there are 
outcomes for students. We also know that the loose coupling of the university creates a 
unique environment. It is perhaps at this intersection we can gain insight into what 
impact the university has on students. 
Purpose of the Study 
This study seeks to provide insight and understanding about the interface between 
the student and the organization. We know that policy is a powerful tool used by 
organizations (Morgan, 1997; Schuman, 1976). We also know that unintended 
consequences may have profound impact on individuals (Kingdon, 1995). We know that 
“Students vary in their intellectual and socioemotional needs, owing to their widely 
disparate backgrounds, cultural influences, intellectual abilities, career aspirations and 
life goals” (Hallinan, 2005, pg 140). We know, too, that the type of organization a 
person learns in makes a difference (Berger, 2002). And we know that loose coupling is, 
generally, an accurate way to describe schools (Bidwell, 2005; Frank & Zhao, 2005; 
Hallinan, 2005; Ingersoll, 2005; Swanson, 2005; Bidwell, Frank, & Quiroz, 1997; Orton 
& Weick, 1990; Weick, 1976). 
The purpose of this study is to see how the university influences students and 
prepares them for life in complex organizations. I hope the understanding gained from 
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this study illustrates an aspect of what Bowles and Gintis (1976, pg. 42) describe as the 
“hidden curriculum” of the education system. 
In the observed loosely coupled organization, the large public university, the 
Absence from Class Due to Illness policy (the Policy) is made and implemented in units 
and subunits. The Policy established at the highest level of the institution, the trustee 
level, has implementation and consequences decided at the department and even the 
course level. In addition to the academic departments, there are other participants in the 
implementation process; administrative deans and health care providers implement 
policies and process around issues of attendance. In the loose coupling of the university 
the myriad of policy participants may not have knowledge or coupling with the faculty 
that are charged with responsibility for student attendance. 
Current faculty, administrative deans, and health service medical staff shared their 
stories about the Policy. Their stories provide an understanding of the nature of loose 
coupling in the organization. 
Current students shared their stories about the Policy. The stories describe 
experience gained through their own illnesses or from observation of the Policy 
implementation in the classes they attend. These stories provide an opportunity to 
investigate and gain insight into what students learn about life in a complex organization. 
Utilizing a single policy allows us to focus our observation on students’ 
perceptions and behaviors across a variety of university departments and classes. 
Through this investigation we can learn about the students’ experience and perhaps 
identify the unintended consequences of policy implementation in the complex 
organization. 
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The challenge and ultimate goal of this dissertation was to gain insight into the 
unintended consequences of policy implementation. Accomplishing this will allow us to 
understand better the effect of college life on the student. 
Chapter Descriptions 
Chapter One 
Chapter One provides an understanding of the organizational context through a 
review of literature on organization theory, student socialization, the university as a 
complex organization, and the impact of university organization on students. 
Organization theory has an abundant history and numerous schools of thought. The 
critical theories that form thinking about organizations are reviewed. A review of 
socializing effects and the non-cognitive aspects of socialization on students is included. 
The chapter then reviews the literature that defines a university as a complex 
organization. Lastly, there is a review of the relevant literature related to knowledge 
about how universities as organizations affect students. 
Chapter Two 
Chapter Two delineates the Absence from Class Due to Illness policy (the Policy) 
and its implementation in a loosely coupled large public university. This chapter outlines 
various aspects of the Policy. It also describes conversations with various members of 
the research site university describing their possible effect on the Policy implementation. 
Chapter Three 
Chapter Three describes the methodological framework employed in this study, 
including participant and site selection, data related design decisions of collection 
analysis and interpretation, study significance and limitations. 
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Chapter Four 
Chapters Four introduces the Large Public University (LPU), the research site, 
staff, faculty and administrative participants of the study. Their stories provide a view of 
the organization assisting us in observing the loosely coupled system. 
Chapter Five 
Chapter Five introduces the student study participants of the study through their 
descriptions and sharing the stories they tell about their experience while at the LPU. 
This chapter provides information inviting the reader to feel they are in the situation with 
contextual descriptions of the student’s experience. 
Chapter Six 
Chapter Six provides data analysis framed as themes, narrative analysis, and 
interpretation. The chapter includes a discussion of the research study’s significance and 
implication. Additionally the researcher discusses the implication and possible future 
research. 
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CHAPTER 1 
THE ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 
Organization Theory 
There are numerous ways to describe complex organizations. Morgan (1997, p.4) 
notes that theories of organization are “based on implicit images or metaphors” allowing 
us to see, understand, and manage organizations in distinct ways. Each theory and model 
holds a much different view of how and what it takes to achieve desired outcomes. Each 
theory and model has particular views regarding the nature of individuals, as well as their 
function and impact on the organization. Each theory and model also carries a particular 
view of the type and nature of education required for success in the system described.1 
Contemporary organization theories provide alternative views of organizations and how 
they function. 
Clearly some of these models have won a more predominant place in what we 
think about organizations and how we have come to view them. Yet, as Schuman (1976) 
cautions: 
Theories and models often may get misunderstood in terms of 
importance. We have seen cases in which the model assumes the central 
place - which is not knowledge, or an idea of experience, or even the 
realities to be understood, (p. 210) 
For organizational form to be helpful they must support the goal of our work in higher 
education; that being, the acquisition of understanding and knowledge. A number of 
contemporary researchers offer alternative ways of viewing and understanding 
organization. 
1 Four foundational models offering very different views of organization are Scientific Management by 
Frederick Winslow Taylor, Bureaucracy by Max Weber, Dynamic Administration by Mary Parker Follett, 
and Cooperative Formal Organization by Chester Barnard 
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Organization models and our view of the organization are important to this 
research because they strongly influence what we see and do not see about complex 
organizations. In this chapter, there is a review of literature related to three contemporary 
organization theory models: organization as system, organization as metaphor, and 
organization as frames. This chapter also contains a review of literature related to the 
socialization function of education in the U.S. followed by a review of literature related 
to the university as a complex organization describing the environment students enter. 
The chapter concludes with a review of literature related to organizational behavior and 
student outcomes research. 
Organization as System 
W. Richard Scott (1995) categorizes organizations in three broad groupings: 
rational, natural and open systems. In Scott’s (1995) view, the rational system 
perspective focuses on the purposefulness and coordination aspects of organization. 
Important components are goal specificity and form alignment because they offer the 
structure and boundaries necessary for efficiency and ultimately goal attainment. This 
view of organization links closely to the Scientific Management theory developed by 
Taylor and the Bureaucratic model of Weber. Scott notes that in the rational model 
“Structure is celebrated; action is ignored” (1995, p. 50). 
An alternative view of organization according to Scott (1995) is of natural 
systems. Natural systems, unlike the rational model, recognize organizations as 
“collectivities.” Organizations from this view are social systems capable of adapting and 
changing, not just entities striving to achieve stated goals. The dynamic nature of 
organizations brings process and intention to the organization, providing the context of a 
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social group with a will to survive. Natural systems focuses more on behavior beyond 
simply the task behavior so dominant in the rational model. The focus shifts “and the 
formal aspects of organizational structure that receive so much attention from the rational 
system analysts are treated as faded backdrops for the ‘real’ informal structures” (Scott, 
1995). 
Scott’s (1995) third view, and most contemporary model of organization theory, 
is of open systems. This model moves even further from the structural nature of 
organization to an understanding of organization as a collection of interdependent parts. 
Understanding an organization and how it functions is based on the nature and extent of 
interrelationships of the various subgroups and the organizations relationship with its 
environment. This view brings into focus the complexity and dynamic nature of 
organizations, with multiple autonomous groups or individuals assembled in a way that 
makes them interdependent to greater or lesser degrees. Environment also plays a major 
role in an open system, serving as an important influence in the process of 
interrelationship. Open system thinking of organization “shifts attention from structure to 
process” (Scott, 1995). 
Organization as Metaphor 
Gareth Morgan (1997) provides another method for understanding organizational 
behavior by employing the use of metaphors with which to view organizations. The three 
most pertinent for understanding complex organizations are organization as organisms, 
organization as brain, and organization as cultures. These metaphors provide a wider 
view of the dynamic process of organizations. 
Moving beyond the traditional structural models and thinking of organizations as 
organisms allows us to see organizations as “living systems, existing in a wider 
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environment on which they depend for the satisfaction of various needs” (Morgan, 1997, 
p. 33). This includes the concept of ecology, adaptability, and survivability. Drawing the 
parallel between organisms and organizations allows us to see things such as internal 
regulation; meaning there is constant adaptation to the surrounding environment. It also 
allows us to examine the crucial relationship between organization and the environment, 
the adaptation and interaction of both with one another as a key to success. 
Organization as brain offers a view of organization as a learning organization with 
the ability to self-organize. Morgan outlines the self-regulating nature of this metaphor 
stressing four key principles: 
1) Systems must have the capacity to sense, monitor, and scan 
significant aspects of their environment. 
2) They must be able to relate this information to the 
operating norms that guide system behavior. 
3) They must be able to detect significant deviations from 
these norms. 
4) They must be able to initiate corrective action when 
discrepancies are detected. (Morgan, 1997, p.86) 
Given these four key principles are met “the system can operate in an intelligent, self¬ 
regulating manner” (p. 86). 
Morgan’s organization as culture concept uses an agricultural metaphor, “The 
word has been derived metaphorically from the idea of cultivation: the process of tilling 
and developing the land. When we talk about culture we are usually referring to the 
pattern of development reflected in a society’s system of knowledge, ideology, values, 
laws, and day-to-day ritual” (1997, p.120). Organizations are composed of many 
subcultures within the organization, with varying degrees of shared values. It is 
important to understand the similarities and differences, within and between these values. 
Schuman assists us in understanding the importance of values, stating, “The idea is not 
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simply that values are ‘good’ or ‘bad’; the idea here is that values form reality. More 
importantly, each culture’s realities can be understood most accurately only when their 
values are understood in their own terms. As there are diversities of values so too are 
there diversities of reality” (1976, p.211). 
Organization as Frames 
Bolman and Deal’s (1997) goal to create usable knowledge led to a synthesis of 
models into a four-frame model of organization. Their frames are structural, human 
resource, political and symbolic. The structural frame draws from the traditions of 
Taylor’s Scientific Management and the Bureaucratic model of Weber. Bolman and 
Deal’s (1997) human resource frame includes the individual in our understanding of 
organizations; individuals have needs as do organizations, the “good fit” of these needs 
contributes to organization success. The political frame describes organizational 
behavior in terms of conflict, power, and competition for resources. The fourth frame is 
the symbolic frame focusing organizational behavior in terms of ritual, ceremony, 
meaning and beliefs, the stories important to an organization. Rather than a linear 
approach, this frame helps us see the way organizations deal with ambiguity and 
uncertainty. 
By applying all four frames, although some may provide a better fit than others, it 
is possible to achieve a fuller understanding of organizational behavior. Bolman and 
Deal (1997) believe the application of all of the frames encourages one to view the 
situation from multiple perspectives to gain insight not possible from a single model, 
theory, or view. 
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As one can see, there are many ways to view and understand an organization. As 
universities have grown in size and complexity, it is not surprising the models used to 
understand them have also changed. 
Socialization Function of the University 
Socialization of students is a long-term process influenced by many factors and 
experiences. One of the most powerful influences is schools (Hallinan, 2005). The 
university prepares students for the work world. Models of socialization can assist 
understanding the university structure and student’s experience. The following review 
describes socialization and models of socialization pertaining to students. 
Socialization occurs throughout life. Agents of socialization include family, peer 
groups, mass media, religious groups, and school. A powerful socializing force in the 
U.S. is schools. As Sarup (1983) notes, socialization of children for entry into the work 
force begins as early as kindergarten. A recent study highlights the benefit of pre¬ 
kindergarten in developing “social learning” and promotes student’s success in 
kindergarten (Logue, 2007). The school socialization process begins at an early age and 
continues throughout a student’s academic career. 
Academic and non-cognitive student socialization occurs in schools as Bidwell 
(2005) notes: 
That the socializing effects of schools are much broader is something that we 
know perfectly well but have ignored. These effects encompass the formation of 
values and normative commitments and motives, predispositions, and tastes that 
are not limited to schooling and work but undergird the wide range of social 
participation. They also include skills in interpersonal relationships and 
knowledge that is not formally in the curriculum but nevertheless a part of the 
informal learning that takes place in schools. This informal learning includes 
understandings of the nature of authority and of appropriate relationships to 
authority, understandings of the nature of formal organizations and how to 
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conduct oneself as member or client, and understandings of the polity and of the 
responsibilities of citizenship (2005, pg. 26). 
Bidwell’s (2005) described broad socializing affects that carry beyond the high school 
experience. 
That students are socialized in a structure is important. In support of a 
structuralism model (Sarup, 1983) states: 
Structuralism insists that the world does not consist of independently existing 
objects; the real nature of things may be said to lie not in the things themselves, 
but in the relationships we construct, and perceive, between them. The full 
significance of any entity cannot be perceived unless and until it is integrated into 
the structure of which it forms a part (pg. 46). 
Universities are a particular organizational structure lending a next level of student 
experience. 
While many socialization models for students exist, Bowles and Gintis’ (1976, 
2002) model specifically address the role of higher education and its impact on students. 
According to (Bowles and Gintis; 1976, 2002) the systematic molding of attitudes and 
beliefs of students relates directly to the economic needs of a capitalist society. This 
training of future workers begins early in the lower grades of public school and carries 
through their college experience. Bowles and Gintis believe, “The pattern of social 
relationships fostered in schools is hardly irrational or accidental. Rather, the structure of 
the educational experience is admirably suited to nurturing attitudes and behavior 
consonant with participation in the labor force” (1976, pg. 9). This structuring of social 
interactions and rewards is referred to as the “correspondence principle” (Bowles and 
Gintis, 2002, pg. 1). As the U.S. economy transformed from a agrarian economy to 
industry based education changed as well (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). All levels of 
education were involved in this change, “...lower levels of education (junior and senior 
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high school) tend to severely limit and channel the activities of students...the four-year 
colleges emphasize social relationships conformable with the higher levels in the 
production hierarchy” (Bowles and Gintis, 1976, p. 132). 
Bowles and Gintis (1976) in formulating their thesis and describing U.S. 
education and socialization used empirical procedures measuring the variables: 
socioeconomic background, childhood I.Q., years of schooling, adult cognitive 
attainment, and their independent contribution to economic success. Criticisms of 
Bowles and Gintis’ (1976) model includes, “While acknowledging racial and gender 
differentiations in their 1976 work, Bowles and Gintis did not make them central 
components of the analysis” (Swartz, 2003, p. 177). Bowles and Gintis utilize a limited 
data sample and globalize to the larger U.S. education system (Field, 1977). In spite of 
this limitation, “As economists, they also brought to a largely theoretical body of 
criticism of schooling...sophisticated statistical techniques of data analysis that were 
generally associated with mainstream empirical social science” (Swartz, 2003, p. 170). 
Swartz (2003) explains changes in Bowles and Gintis’ original position describing a shift 
“...to a more complex and differentiated mode of social analysis...this clearly represents 
a broader and more flexible application of the correspondence principle.” (p. 180). 
Bowles and Gintis’ (1976, 2002) correspondence principle observes that non-cognitive 
skill acquisition prepares students for life in the work world. A broader and more flexible 
application assists us in understanding the student university experience. 
Cognitive skills, while important, do not fully explain success in the work force 
(Bowles and Gintis, 2002). Knowledge in today’s society is changing at a rapid pace. 
The content knowledge students acquire in college is likely to be outdated within a matter 
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of months after leaving the university. Bowles and Gintis (1976, 2002) tell us the non- 
cognitive skills taught by the “hidden curriculum” play a significant role in workplace 
success. 
Bidwell (2005) explains, not since 1968 and 1976 had sociological attention been 
paid to the socializing effects of schools until Maureen Hallinan in 2005 considered non- 
cognitive outcomes of schooling and questioned how the distinctive cultures of schools 
socialized student to produce non-cognitive outcomes. 
Hallinan (2005) outlined three typical components of normative culture governing 
student behavior: academic performance, social behavior, and moral behavior. 
According to Hallinan school environments “encourage learning covertly.” Students 
learn about norms from teachers and peers. Students also learn, “about authority and 
observe the ways in which adults use power” (pg. 131). Hallinan reviewed ethnographic 
studies from the high school environment that “differ dramatically in the emphasis they 
place on academic excellence, college aspiration and career preparation” (pg. 137). The 
study findings reveal, “The normative culture of a school plays a major role in socializing 
students for adulthood” (pg. 145). 
Many people within the university affect students learning (Berger, 2002; Godwin 
& Markham, 1996; Cameron, 1986). From administrators to front-line staff each 
contributes to the culture and environment students’ experience. Berger (2002) points 
out “More knowledge is also needed regarding the processes by which students make 
sense of and navigate the organizational environment” (pg. 56). 
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The University as a Complex Organization 
The university is a complex organization with a long history. It has persisted over 
hundreds of years, proven its adaptability, and remained a stable entity. Kerr (1995) 
points out modern universities have grown into a collection of departments, institutes, 
and research centers, creating large complex organizations he calls “Multiversities.” 
Each multiversity (Kerr, 1995) has a growing number of and competing set of goals and 
agendas. Several major events such as the Morrill Act of 1862, GI Bill (1944), 
government funding and research have contributed to the dramatic change in U.S. public 
universities. A “changing occupational structure” led to expansion of college enrollment 
in the 1950s and 1960s. Universities became the training ground for a work force that 
would enter a more corporate structured environment as middle-level workers (Bowles & 
Gintis, 1976). Bowles and Gintis (1976) suggest that educational organizations replicate 
the relationships found in the work world and through socialization produce the types of 
behavior compatible with the work environment. Thus, it is important to understand the 
university as a complex organization and the role it plays in students’ learning. 
Noting organizational scholars’ lack of attention to the university, J. Victor 
Baldridge (1971) began to study the complexities of the university using more complex 
organization models. Baldridge (1971) and Baldridge, Curtis, Ecker, & Riley (1977) are 
credited with being the first to develop and apply a multidimensional model to American 
higher education (Berger & Milem, 2000). In his model, Baldridge (1971) identifies 
three models useful for understanding universities: bureaucratic, collegial, and political. 
Baldridge (1971) outlines the bureaucratic model in terms of hierarchy, formal policies, 
and structured decision-making. The collegial model describes the “community of 
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scholars” and “professional” aspect of a university environment. The third, a new model 
at Baldridge's time, is the political model. This model developed out of analysis of 
decision-making at a university in the late 60s, a time marked by campus unrest. The 
political model views the organization from the perspective of conflict, power, and 
control - with internal and external interest groups forming power blocks. 
The work of Robert Birnbaum (1988) contributes additional understanding of 
universities as complex organizations. In How Colleges Work Birnbaum (1988) creates a 
five model multidimensional view of universities. Building on the work of Baldridge 
(1971) and Baldridge et. al. (1977) Birnbaum adds two additional models: anarchical and 
cybernetic. The anarchical describes the university in terms of problematic goals, unclear 
technology, and fluid participation all these traits apply to the modem complex 
university. The fifth model is cybernetics, the self-correcting attention to cues from the 
internal and external environment. Both of these models relate closely to the ideas of 
loose coupling. Central to Birnbaum’s (1988) conceptualization of how universities work 
is the idea of an open system with many internal and external environmental influences. 
Birnbaum assumes that “In an open system, everything cannot be tightly coupled to 
everything else, and loose coupling between and within subsystems is more prevalent 
than tight coupling” (p. 41). Although critics of loose coupling refer to the model as an 
elective or a fad, loose coupling can be seen as adaptive and essential to the continued 
existence of an open system (Birnbaum, 1988; Weick, 1976). Some believe loose 
coupling is seen not merely as an “aberration, but as the functional response of an 
institution faced with multiple and conflicting demands on attention, priorities, and 
performance” (Birnbaum, 1988, p.167). The loose coupling model differs from other 
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organizational models in that “Within organization theory, there are many 
unidimensional variables but few dialectical concepts. Dialectical concepts are rare 
because they are difficult to build. Loose coupling, for example, is the product of many 
years of effort by organization theorists to combine the contradictory concepts of 
connection and autonomy” (Orton & Weick 1990, p. 216). 
Loose coupling is a concept developed and applied to educational systems 
including universities (Weick, 1976). Others support using loose coupling as a preferred 
model to understand schools as Ingersoll (2005) observed, “Schools are not well 
explained by a rational-economic production model of organization.” “...theory and 
research influenced by the loose coupling perspective has not gone far enough and has 
not fully brought out the implications of these insights for understanding the organization 
of schools” (pg. 108). 
Loose coupling refers to an organization “that permits considerable flexibility in 
the behavior of their subsystems” (Lutz, 1982). Offered as a model for understanding 
organizations, Weick (1976) describes the loose coupling model as a descriptive not 
normative model. He justifies its use to provide a framework for understanding our 
observations about organizations, particularly the organization of universities that 
previously had gone unaddressed. 
Characteristics of loose coupling in organizations include richly 
connected networks in which influence is slow to spread and/or is weak 
while spreading, a relative lack of functional coordination, slow or 
diffuse coordination as it moves through the system, relative absence of 
regulations, planned unresponsiveness, actual causal independence, poor 
observational capabilities on the part of the viewer, infrequent inspection 
activities within the system, decentralization, delegation of discretion, 
absence of linkages (Weick, 1976, p.5). 
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Weick describes seven functions of loose coupling stating it: “Allows some 
portion of an organization to persist” without the entire organization being vulnerable to 
every little change that occurs. Second, loose coupling may provide a “sensitive sensing 
mechanism” (1976, p.6). The third function relates to the ability to support “localized 
adaptation,” allowing for uniqueness of a particular subunit without having to alter the 
entire organization. A fourth function relates to the ability of the organization to 
maintain local culture within the larger culture, allowing for “idiosyncrasies without 
involving the whole system” (p. 6). The fifth function is a sealing off, so if one 
subsystem is breaking down, the entire system is not as affected. The sixth function is 
the availability for self-determination, critical in education to support efficacy. The 
seventh and final function is the cost savings of a loosely coupled system. Costs 
associated with coordination of a large diverse system are removed. Weick (1976) makes 
the case that loose coupling is a more appropriate model to view educational 
organizations than the bureaucratic models that have been used previously. The model 
helps explain how a university can remain stable, almost unchangeable, while adapting to 
the needs of various constituents. If educational institutions were “tightly coupled,” they 
may lack the flexibility and adaptation needed to survive (Birnbaum, 1988; Weick, 
1976). 
Birnbaum (1988) incorporates and describes loose coupling in his cybernetic 
model ol colleges and how they work. “Tight and loose coupling are relative terms. 
Conceptually they can be differentiated on two criteria: the extent to which the 
subsystems have common variables between them and the extent to which the shared 
variables are important to the subsystems. If subsystems have a great many components 
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in common, and if those elements are among the most important in the subsystems, the 
subsystems are likely to be relatively tightly coupled, and changes in one should produce 
clear changes in the other” (Bimbaum, 1988, p. 39). 
In summary, we know universities have grown into large complex organizations, 
or Multiversities as Kerr (2001) refers to them. Universities in the U.S. are the training 
ground for a segment of the work force (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). The phenomenon of 
loose coupling (Swanson, 2005; Orton & Weick, 1990; Weick, 1976) describes the nature 
of the relationship between subunits within the organization. Bimbaum’s (1988) 
application of loose coupling to universities shows within the university there are a 
number of subunits retaining a certain degree of autonomy. Any model or theory used to 
describe organizations holds the paradox of allowing valuable insights while imposing 
powerful biases and are potentially misleading (Morgan, 1997). As Morgan (1997) tells 
us, the challenge is to gain the skill to find fresh ways of seeing and understanding 
organizations. Weick’s model of loose coupling offers one way to view the complex 
organization found at large public universities. It is in this context and environment that 
students experience life in a complex organization. 
As Schuman (1976) reminds us, models may take a predominant place in our 
understanding of organization. Bowles and Gintis (1976) help us see the importance of 
how educational institutions socialize students for their future role in the workplace. 
Understanding the organization in which socialization of students occurs is important. 
Student Outcomes Impacted by Organizational Behavior 
The impact of attending college is a topic of interest to many people; parents, 
students, state legislators, federal officials, and employers (Astin, 1993; Boyer, 1987; 
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Bok, 1986; Astin, 1977; Ben-David, 1972; Astin, 1970a). Many of these groups are 
calling for accountability and questioning the value of going to college. The questions 
are as variable as the perspectives each holds. In response to calls for accountability a 
number of models for assessing and understanding student outcomes have emerged 
(Berger, 2000; Bok, 1986; Astin, 1977, 1970a). This section of the review examines a 
predominate theoretical model of student outcomes offered by Astin (1977, 1993). It 
forms the basis for understanding how university organizational behavior (Berger, 2002; 
Berger & Milem, 2000) applies to student outcomes. As Astin points out, “...there is no 
easy way to capture the impact of college adequately in one or two simple measures such 
as credits and degree or job placement” (1977, p. 7). Understanding how organizational 
behavior may affect student outcomes necessitates reviewing the measures and 
definitions applied to student outcomes. 
Alexander Astin"s (Astin, 1993, 1977, 1970a, 1970b) work provides insight about 
student outcomes and how college affects students. Initial research regarding the impact 
of college was limited by its lack of breath and scope - it was not multi-institutional nor 
was it longitudinal (Astin, 1977). As research on the “effectiveness” evolved it followed 
one of two paths: the first, measuring individual student behavior relative to external 
factors; the second, using the institution as the measure of analysis (Ewell, 1989). 
According to Astin (1979) there is an abundant body of literature about the impact 
ot college on students, however, simply having a large volume of publications may not 
mean there is significant understanding or knowledge. After reviewing numerous 
organizational behavior and student outcomes studies Berger and Milem (2000) conclude 
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that the “Systemic dimension appears to positively affect cognitive outcomes and 
affective-psychological outcomes” (p. 305). Berger and Milem (2000) suggest: 
Organizational behavior generates various cues that reflect the strength of 
the particular combination of organizational dimensions that characterize 
the environment of each college or university. It is likely that most 
students will not be directly aware of most organizational cues, but that 
there is a sub-set of organizational cues that have the largest conscious and 
direct effect on students. Future studies may want to focus on identifying 
which types of cues most likely affect students and how students 
conceptualize and process these cues. (p. 313) 
Although organizational behavior as a field of study enjoys an abundant history, 
applying it to higher education is relatively new. Many of the organizational studies of 
colleges and universities as organizations tend to focus on the structure and governance 
of the institution. Few studies, if any, focus on the individual student (Berger & Milem, 
2000) 
As understanding of organization behavior evolved, so too has the view of 
students and student outcomes evolved. Baird (1996) offers several reconceptualizations 
of student outcomes. Students are no longer seen as a monolithic group; rather, they are 
viewed as individuals with diverse backgrounds, experiences and goals. Students are also 
being seen as active participants responsible in part for shaping their own college 
experience and for choosing outcomes they value (p. 515). Baird (1996) believes that 
organizations are no longer viewed as a single monolithic entity but are comprised of 
social actors creating a college experience with the student. Another reconceptualization 
offered by Baird provides a shift in perspective about the nature of outcomes, from 
“institutionally chosen and social to outcomes as individually chosen and personal” 
(1996, p. 516). A fourth reconceptualization offered by Baird (1996) is that our way of 
knowing about student outcomes is changing from a strictly quantitative positivistic 
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approach to a qualitative inclusive approach allowing us to see the varied experiences of 
students from much different perspectives and providing for different understanding. 
Higher education is being held accountable for its effectiveness. Thus, measuring 
and understanding student outcomes is becoming increasingly important to many people 
(Berger, 2000; Godwin & Markham, 1996; Astin, 1993; Ewell, 1989, 1988; Astin, 1977). 
Although our understanding of student outcomes has moved beyond simple measures of 
graduation or employment, our understanding remains incomplete. Significant shifts in 
the re-conceptualization of student’s outcomes help us understand a more complex 
reality. 
Summary 
The questions asked and models use to view organization provide very different 
understandings of organization and its impact on students. The model used makes certain 
organizational aspects visible while blinding us to other perhaps more important 
organizational aspects. Similarly, the questions and models used to examine the interface 
of organization with student shapes our understanding of student outcomes. 
Depending on the overall view of a given institution, one of the models of 
organizational theory previously described may appear to fit more closely. Bimbaum 
(1988) and Weick (1976) argue that the university is a loosely coupled organization. It is 
likely there may be significant variation within its overall structure and beliefs because 
each subunit may create and implement sets of rules, procedures, and practices reflecting 
yet another philosophy within the organization. It is clear that large public universities 
are complex organizations. 
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While many components of society affect socialization (family, peers, and media) 
a powerful socializer is school. Academic and non-cognitive skills resulting from student 
socialization prepares students for the work world. Various models describe socializing 
effects. The “correspondence principle” shows that schools socialize people to function 
in the workplace (Bowles and Gintis, 2002). Students are impacted by organizational 
structure (Berger, 2002) in a variety of ways. University organizational structures and 
reward systems have a powerful impact on students that prepare them for life in the work 
world (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). 
Traditional measures of student outcomes may not provide a complete picture 
about the impact attending college has on students. Quantitative measures such as 
graduation rates and employment represent a limited view. 
Within this environment a single policy allows us to see not only the dimensions 
of the organization and their combination, but also the organizational cues that may 
impact students. Knowing how large public university socialization occurs can be 
helpful in understanding how students learn to operate and be comfortable in complex 
organizations as they leave the large public university. 
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CHAPTER 2 
POLICY DESCRIPTION 
The focus of this research is specifically student absence due to illness; a review 
of the absence policy will help frame our understanding. This chapter provides a 
description of Large Public University’s (LPU), the research site 1) governance structure 
related to the absence policy, 2) policy regarding student absence from class, 3) 
mechanisms employed to inform students of the absence policy, and 4) the absence 
policy implementation process. Citations in this chapter, unless specified otherwise, are 
from the LPU website. 
Governance Structure and the Absence Policy 
Like many colleges and universities, the Board of Trustees, the Administrative 
Leaders headed by the President/Chancellor, and a University Senate, governs LPU. The 
19 member Board of Trustees is comprised of 12 Governor appointed positions, two 
elected alumni, two elected students, and ex-officio members including the Governor and 
the Commissioners of Agriculture and Education. The Board of Trustees is an oversight 
board with broad responsibility for the entire LPU system. The Administrative leaders 
are the President/Chancellor, Provost, and Vice Presidents of Student Affairs and 
Administration. The University Senate at LPU is “...a legislative body responsible for 
establishing minimum rules and general regulations pertaining to all undergraduate 
schools and colleges. The University Senate also is responsible for establishing general 
educational policy in areas not reserved to the Board of Trustees, the administration, or 
the several faculties. " The University Senate is comprised of 91 elected members. 
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Three are administrative academic officers (deans of schools and colleges) and are ex- 
officio non-voting members. Seventy-two are elected faculty members, nine are elected 
professional staff members; five undergraduate students and two graduate students are 
appointed by the President of their respective governance group. 
The Faculty Senate conducts much of its work through a structure of standing 
committees. The two standing committees that focus on the issue of student attendance 
in class are the Scholastic Standards Committee and the Student Welfare Committee. 
The Scholastic Standards Committee is charged to, “...prepare legislation within the 
jurisdiction of the Senate concerning those scholastic matters affecting the University as a 
whole, and not assigned to the Curricula and Courses Committee, including special 
academic programs, the marking system, scholarship standards, and the like.” The 
Scholastic Standards Committee membership is required to have two undergraduate and 
one graduate student; the remaining 16 positions are faculty and professional staff. 
The Student Welfare Committee’s charge is to, “...review the conditions that 
contribute to the academic success, personal development and well-being of students, 
including available forms of financial aid. It may seek the opinion of the Senate on such 
matters and make recommendations.” This committee also has three student seats, one 
graduate and two undergraduate. The Scholastic Standards Committee has authority to 
prepare legislation for University Senate consideration; the Student Welfare Committee is 
a recommending body to the University Senate. 
The Policy 
The By-Laws, Rules, and Regulations documents of LPU provide the guidelines 
for the academic enterprise. Amendments to the By-Laws require a hearing at the 
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University Senate and a majority vote of those present. The Scholastic Standing section 
of the By-Laws, Rules, and Regulations includes two subsections, Grades of Incomplete 
and Absent, and Class Attendance. These subsections outline the boundaries, and 
authority related to student’s absence from examinations and/or class, as follows: 
Grades of Incomplete and Absent 
...A student who is absent from a semester examination shall be 
given a grade of Absent if in the opinion of the instructor the 
student might by means of a satisfactory performance on the 
examination complete the work of the course with a passing 
grade; if in the opinion of the instructor such a student would fail 
the course regardless of the result of the examination, the student 
shall be given a grade of F. When a grade of Absent is given, the 
student may have a later opportunity to take an examination if the 
absence is excused by the Dean of Students. Excuse will be 
granted only if the absence is due to grave cause such as the 
student’s serious illness, or the serious illness or death of some 
member of the immediate family. 
Students may obtain credit for courses in which their grades are 
Incomplete or Absent only by completing the work of the course 
in a satisfactory manner before the end of the third week of the 
next semester in which they are enrolled. If this is not done the 
grade in the course becomes a failure. The report of the 
satisfactory completion of such a course shall be by letter grade. 
In exceptional instances an extension of time for making up 
Incomplete or Absent grades may be granted by the Dean of 
Students after consultation with the instructor. 
In the case of semester examinations (final examinations), the Dean of Students 
(DOS), an administrative dean, is the only authority empowered to excuse a student. 
With the Dean s approval, faculty are required to make any necessary accommodation for 
the student. Concurrently, a different set of rules guides class attendance; it is: 
Class Attendance 
The faculties of the University consider attendance at classes a 
privilege which is extended to students when they are admitted to 
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the University and for as long as they are in good standing. The 
Instructor concerned is given full and final authority (except in 
the case of final examinations) to decide whether or not a student 
is permitted to make up work missed by absence and on what 
terms. 
Instructors are expected to turn in grades which indicate the 
extent to which the student has mastered the work of the course. 
In some courses, the demonstration of mastery may depend in 
part on classroom activity (e.g., oral recitation or discussion or 
laboratory work). In such courses, absences may affect the 
student's accomplishments and so be reflected in grading; 
however, grades are not to be reduced merely because of a 
student's absences as such. In all courses instructors are expected 
to indicate at the beginning of the semester how they will 
determine the student's grades. 
The By-Laws delineate that the faculty/instructor has “full and final authority” in 
deciding the parameters and method of make-up work. The By-Laws also limit faculty 
authority to grade based on attendance, stating that faculty may not reduce a grade simply 
because a student does not attend class. There is no specific language addressing a 
student’s absence due to illness. 
During the course of this research, the Scholastic Standings Committee submitted 
an unsuccessful motion to amend the Scholastic Standing section, subsection Class 
Attendance of University By-Laws to read: 
The report of the Scholastic Standards Committee 
Senator A. presented a motion from the Scholastic Standards 
Committee concerning class attendance. The motion proposes to 
revise the By-Laws, Rules, and Regulations of the Large Public 
University, ILE.ll. to read: 
E. Scholastic Standing 
11. Class Attendance 
Students are expected to attend classes for which they are 
registered. Instructors may establish attendance criteria and 
may consider these criteria when determining a student’s 
grade. Instructors are expected to inform students of the 
criteria and how they will be factored into students’ grades. 
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The Instructor of record is given full and final authority 
(except in the case of final examinations) to decide whether 
or not a student is permitted to make up work missed by 
absence and on what terms. Instructors are urged to 
accommodate student requests to complete work missed by 
absence due to reasonable extenuating circumstances, or 
extra curricular/co-curricular activities performed in the 
interest of the University and/or supporting the scholarly 
development of the student, when such accommodations 
would not dilute or preclude the requirements or learning 
outcomes for the course. Examples of such activities 
include participation in scholarly presentations, performing 
arts, and intercollegiate athletics, when the participation is 
at the request of, or coordinated by, a University official. 
Students involved in such activities should inform their 
instructor in writing prior to the anticipated absence and 
take the initiative to make up missed work in a timely 
fashion. 
An amendment to modify the motion was introduced proposing the by-law 
read in part: 
“Instructors are urged to accommodate student requests to 
complete work missed by absence due to illness or family 
emergency or other reasonable extenuating circumstances, 
or extra curricular/co-curricular activities. .. .” 
Although the Senators defeated the amendment in a 24 for to 34 against vote, 
there was considerable discussion about whether there should be examples of qualifying 
absences. The University Senate passed a motion referring the entire amendment back to 
the Scholastic Standards Committee and the Student Welfare Committee. 
Policy Communication and Implementation 
As LPU s By Laws outline, it is an expectation that faculty/instructors indicate to 
students at the beginning ot the semester how grades are determined. The preponderance 
of instructors present grading information in the course syllabus. There is variability in 
how instructors determine grades. Although inconsistent with the By-Laws, which 
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restrict the practice, some faculty members allow a student two or three missed classes 
before it affects their grade; when a student misses more than the allotted number of 
classes the grade is reduced, the reduction varies from lowering by one-half grade for 
each additional absence to failure for the course. In contrast, other instructors grade 
based on quizzes and exams. In these courses, it is common for one or two “throw-out” 
grades. A student in a course with this rule could miss a quiz and it would count as the 
lowest score and not calculate in the overall course grade. Within the LPU and certainly 
within its colleges and departments there is inconsistency in: implementation of outlined 
attendance rules, employment of mechanisms monitoring student’s attendance in class, 
assessment of the legitimacy of a student’s absence from class, and the impact absence 
has on the student’s grade. When discussing illness as a reason for missing class, faculty 
use the phrase “an adequate medical excuse (e.g. medical excuse from a physician)” must 
be provided. 
The LPU Registrar’s website provides another method of communicating the 
attendance policy related to final examination. The website “Policies and Regulations 
Related to Final Examinations,” while designed to inform faculty, it is available to 
students from a link on the student web page. The webpage contains information about 
final examinations, spelling out what is permissible, it states: 
...There is no provision for excusing any student from final 
examinations (or other approved forms of final evaluation) by 
department vote or otherwise. 
...If a student does not take your final examination at the time 
scheduled in the official schedule, no matter how valid and urgent 
his or her reason, one of the following grade reports must be 
made: 
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(a) If in your judgment, it is reasonable to suppose that the student 
could pass the course by a reasonable performance on the final 
exam, you are to mark the student "X" 
(b) Otherwise, you are to mark the student "F". (Please note that a 
grade of "F" should not be turned in simply because the student is 
absent - nor should the instructor attempt to evaluate the reasons 
for the absence.) 
(c) A third option is that when a student's absence from a final 
examination is not excused they shall receive no credit for the final 
examination. Depending on the student's previous performance in 
the class and the weight of the final examination in the grade, this 
need not mean failure in the course. However, a student whose 
absence is excused by the Dean of Students shall have an 
opportunity to take an examination without penalty. 
The deans in the DOS office are the only granters with the authority and 
responsibility to approve a student’s absence from a final examination (authorization may 
be prior to or after the final exam). The excused student has until the third week of the 
next semester to complete the final examination. Students who successfully complete 
the final exam in the approved period have the final course grade posted to their 
transcript. If a student does not complete the final examination within the time allowed 
the X grade converts to a failing grade. Information about this policy is available on 
various websites including, the Registrar and the DOS office; it is also noted in a number 
of course syllabi. 
The DOS website provides instruction to assist students with absences stating: 
Excused Absence from Final Examinations 
When students are forced to miss a final examination due to 
illness, accident, death in the family or other unavoidable 
reasons they can come to the Dean of Students Office to 
receive approval to arrange another exam time with their 
instructor. Students should present appropriate documentation 
to support their request. With other exams and assignments 
which are required during the semester students bring their 
documentation of extenuating circumstances directly to their 
instructors. 
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Although the campus Health Service website does not provide information about 
the absence policy and procedure, the DOS website provides information in the form of 
an answer to a Frequently Asked Question section describing: 
I missed my final examination or have a conflict with my 
final exam schedule. Who do I see? 
You need to meet with an Assistant Dean of Students for 
permission to take a make up for a missed final exam or to 
work around a conflict. This should be done prior to the 
scheduled exam if possible. Student Health Services verifies 
medical reasons for missing finals. The Dean of Students 
Office has authority only over final exams - not midterms or 
any other exams during the semester. 
Faculty and DOS deans refer students to the Student Health Services (SHS), yet 
there is limited communication between these units. Medical providers and staff at the 
SHS noted that medical excuses did little more than document that a health services 
provider saw a student. The SHS medical providers and staff spoke of the distant 
relationship and lack of communication with the faculty. As the SHS Medical Director 
stated: “... like I say, I don’t spend a lot of time on this issue so I haven’t really thought 
about making any changes because I don’t think it’s a big problem.” He went on to say: 
If there was more collaboration between faculty and student affairs, it 
would be more seamless, whatever that word that everybody uses...a 
seamless process, but...No, but it just...I’ve been here for how many 
years, many and actually, virtually know no faculty members. We just 
don’t know them. So I say the system works but I don’t know if it does 
for faculty. 
In summary, LPU’s governance is similar to many colleges and universities with 
a governing board that oversees the system, a President/Chancellor and a University 
Senate. Administration of the campus is comprised of the President, Provost and Vice 
Presidents for Student Affairs and Vice President of Administration. The Policy related 
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to absence due to illness is complex with responsibility distributed throughout the 
university. Those who operate the policy have their own perspective and method of 
implementation resulting in great variability and many interpretations. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
Theoretical Framework 
A case study including interviews sets the stage for gaining insight into the 
unintended consequences of policy implementation in a loosely coupled organization. 
“To find meaning, the kind that is apparent everyday but seemingly so hard to find in a 
formal study, one must somehow study the individuals as they seem to themselves and as 
they interact with the people and institutions around themselves” (Schuman, 1982, p. 38). 
Yin (2003) tells us, “The case study is the method of choice when the phenomenon under 
study is not readily distinguishable from the context” (p.4). The loose coupling of the 
university is of particular interest for this investigation. Interviews with faculty, 
administrators, and physicians will provide information to help frame our understanding 
of the loosely coupled complex organization. 
Merriam (1998, p. 15) tells us, “In the conduct of a phenomenological study, the 
focus would be on the essence or structure of an experience (phenomenon).” The 
phenomenon may be a variety of experiences, a relationship, an organization, an emotion. 
Patton (1990, pg. 37) elaborates, “These essences are the core meanings mutually 
understood through a phenomenon commonly experienced. The experiences of different 
people are bracketed, analyzed, and compared to identify the essences of the 
phenomenon...” 
While phenomenological research forms the basis of most qualitative research 
(Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 1998) it is important to understand that 
“...the power of qualitative work is that it provides careful description and analysis of 
39 
social phenomena in particular contexts” (Hatch, 2002, p. 43). “Hermeneutic 
phenomenology is a constructivist approach. It assumes that multiple, socially 
constructed realities exist and that the meanings individuals give to their experiences 
ought to be the objects of study” (Hatch, 2002, p. 30). Hermeneutic phenomenology is 
an approach widely used in education studies and combines interpretive and descriptive 
methods to examine the “lived experiences” of the people being studied (Hatch, 2002; 
Van Manen, 1990). Students’ experience allow the researcher to see the reality they 
construct from life in a complex organization. 
This study utilizes qualitative methods of a semi-structured interview approach 
and data analysis to explore the undergraduate students’ experiences and perceptions 
regarding an absence policy at a large public university. The purpose of the interview 
and data analysis is to understand, through the lens of a single policy, the meaning and 
sense students make about life in a complex organization. “There are...particular 
purposes for which qualitative studies are especially useful: understanding meaning, 
understanding context, identifying unanticipated phenomena, understanding process...” 
(Maxwell, 1998, p. 75). Questions that flow from Maxwell’s view are: What does the 
university look and feel like to the student? What are the student’s direct or indirect 
experiences? What are the student lessons learned from the experience? 
Hatch points out “It is through mutual engagement that researchers and 
respondents construct the subjective reality that is under investigation” (2002, p. 15). 
To accomplish this, “Accounts include enough contextual detail and sufficient 
representation of the voices ol the participants that readers can place themselves in the 
shoes of the participants at some level and judge the quality of the findings based on 
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criteria other than those used in positivist and post-positivist paradigms” (Hatch, 2002, 
p. 16). 
Denzin & Lincoln (1994) explain, “Terms such as credibility, transferability, 
dependability, and confirmability replace the usual positivist criteria of internal and 
external validity, reliability and objectivity” (p. 14). These represent what qualitative 
researchers have developed for their own set of procedures and methods to assist in 
assessing and assuring the quality of studies. Quality, as Wolcott (1994) describes, is the 
effort “not to get it all wrong.” In this effort, Wolcott (1994) offers nine points that, 
when addressed, attempt to satisfy the challenge of validity. These include, talking little 
and listening a lot. He cautions against the researcher “becoming their own informant” 
rather than the participants of the study. Wolcott’s other points are the discipline of 
writing early; provide primary data, let informants speak for themselves; reporting fully, 
even data that do not fit; being candid, subjectivity is a strength of qualitative work, 
detached “objectivity” is not necessary or desirable; getting feedback, input from those 
involved in the research and those unfamiliar; achieving balance; and writing accurately, 
meaning technical accuracy (1994, p. 347-356). 
Replication of research findings is not a goal of qualitative research; qualities of 
“dependability” or “consistency” are of importance. “The question is not whether the 
findings will be found again but whether the results are consistent with the data gathered” 
(Merriam, 1998, p. 206). Maxwell (1998) suggests one method for improving validity is, 
searching for discrepant data and negative cases. It is easy to ignore or not even see the 
cases that “may not fit.” Maxwell (1998, p. 93) goes on to note “You need to examine 
both the supporting and discrepant evidence to determine whether the conclusion in 
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question is more plausible than the potential alternatives.” Another form of quality check 
available to the researcher is participant review; participants in the study provide a 
review of the data collected and conclusions drawn (Hatch, 2002; Maxwell, 1998; 
Merriam, 1998; Wolcott, 1994). 
Qualitative research has the researcher as an active participant in the acquiring of 
knowledge, as Rossman and Rallis (1998) point out: “the researcher is the means through 
which the study is conducted” (p. 6). This is one of the strengths in the qualitative 
approach; however, with strengths there are challenges. Reactivity and researcher bias 
are two such challenges. It is important for researchers to identify their own assumptions, 
beliefs, values and the expectations that they bring to the study (Hatch, 2002; Maxwell, 
1998; Merriam, 1998; Rossman & Rallis, 1998; Wolcott, 1994; Van Manen, 1990). “The 
capacities to be reflexive, to keep track of one’s influence on a setting, to bracket one’s 
biases, and to monitor one’s emotional responses are the same capacities that allow 
researchers to get close enough to human action to understand what is going on” (Hatch, 
2002, p. 10). 
The researcher assumed the research site managed the Policy similarly to other 
large public universities. Given the researcher’s experience with health care in other 
university settings the researcher had familiarity with the health care system and 
knowledge of the weakness and challenges in health care and university systems. 
This study aims to provide a credible reflection of the student’s experience of the 
complex organization. Given that unintended consequences of students learning remains 
unexplored, “...the power of qualitative data...often have been advocated as the best 
strategy for discovery, exploring a new area, [and] developing hypotheses” (Miles & 
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Huberman, 1994, p. 8). Through the descriptions and stories of each participant the 
reader can place themselves in the university. By hearing these stories readers are able to 
understand some of the unanticipated consequences of policy implementation. 
Participants 
Criteria for Inclusion 
A purposeful sample was employed for this study. “Particular settings, persons, 
or events are deliberately selected for the important information they can provide that 
cannot be gotten as well from other choices” (Maxwell, 1998, p. 87). For this study the 
setting is as important as the persons selected. Maxwell (1998) suggests that an 
important use of purposeful sampling is to achieve representativeness. Kvale (1996) 
provides guidance about the number of interviews to conduct, “Interview as many 
subjects as necessary to find out what you need to know” (p. 101). Strauss & Corbin 
(1990) describe saturation as “...reaching the point in research where collecting 
additional data seems counterproductive; the ‘new’ that is uncovered does not add that 
much more to the explanation at this time” (p. 136). For this study, 13 one to one and a 
half hour (1 - 1.5 hours) interviews were completed reaching the point of saturation 
evidenced by recurring stories. 
Undergraduate students, faculty, administrative deans, campus medical providers 
and the SHS staff participated in this study. First year students were not eligible study 
participants because of a lack of time in the organization to experience the Policy 
implementation in question. A number of factors influence a student’s experience with 
policy implementation. Students come to the university diverse experience. Students 
come from schools varying in size and complexity. These run the gamut from a small 
rural school with simple structure and complexity to a loosely coupled large urban 
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school. Students also bring with them their diverse life experiences outside the 
classroom. Many students today work part-time while in high school, some of these 
organizations are large corporate entities. Students with this experience may come to the 
university well versed in navigating a complex organization. Cultural and individual 
differences could also play a role in how a student experiences the loosely coupled 
environment of the large public university. To obtain a variety of perspectives the 
following criteria were utilized to screen potential participants. The participants had to: 
1) be a second, third or fourth year student, 2) attend the institution for a minimum of 
three academic terms, and 3) complete several courses outside their major. Recruitment 
of a purposeful sample sought student participants who experienced an illness that 
required missing class. Recruitment was accomplished through use of flyers posted on 
campus in the main administration building, and through referrals from campus staff. 
Confirming that possible interviewees met the inclusion criteria there was a brief 
screening of potential participants via e-mail or phone. The researcher sought 
participants with diverse experiences in school, family of origin and work experience. 
Interview appointment scheduling followed researcher and participant acceptance. When 
possible, interviews were conducted on campus. 
Members of the LPU familiar with the Absence from Class Due to Illness policy, 
the Policy were interviewed. The participants included faculty, administrators, 
physicians, and the SHS staff. Participant recruitment occurred primarily through the 
DOS office and the SHS. 
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Informed Consent Forms were provided to and reviewed with each participant in 
the study. The Consent outlined the participant’s rights and the purpose of the study. 
Signed consent forms were obtained for all participants prior to their participation. 
Site Selection 
A single site was employed for this study. Given the focus of this research, the 
university characteristics were important. The focus of the study was on large public 
universities so size of institution was one consideration. A large institution was defined 
as a university with a student population greater than 25,000. Another consideration was 
the universities organizational complexity meeting the criteria for loose coupling, as 
outlined by (Birnbaum, 1988). This meant a university with organizational structure and 
functional relationships between departments that was related yet loosely connected 
relative to the policy under study. The university selected is a Doctoral Extensive 
institution, as defined by the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. 
A public rather than private university was the institution of choice meeting the 
requirements of this study. For geographic accessibility to the researcher, the institution 
is located in the Northeast U.S. 
Data Collection Method 
The primary method of data collection was through a semi-structured interview. 
“The central strength of interviewing is that it provides a means for doing what is very 
difficult or impossible to do any other way - find out ‘what is in or on someone else’s 
mind” (Hatch 2002, p. 92). The goal of this study was to gain insight into the impact 
policy implementation had on how students came to learn about complex organizations. 
Hatch tells us, “Qualitative researchers use interviews to uncover the meaning structures 
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that participants use to organize their experiences and make sense of their worlds. These 
meaning structures are often hidden from direct observation and taken for granted by 
participants...” (2002, p. 91). This was achieved using a semi-structured interview 
utilizing open-ended questions. 
Initiation of the formal interview included introductory information provided by 
both the researcher and the interviewee. The researcher then asked some background 
questions of the interviewee. This allowed the interviewee to talk about familiar 
information, allowing them time to become comfortable or “at ease” with the interview 
environment and begin building a rapport with the researcher. 
The researcher then progressed to asking essential questions to explore the 
interviewee’s experience with the Policy and the effect implementation had on them. 
Student interviewees were asked to compare their current experience with their 
experience in high school. Questions exploring the interviewee’s previous experience 
with complex organizations were incorporated in the interview process. Interviewing 
techniques included focused listening, active engagement, follow-up questions, and 
probing questions (Hatch, 2002; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 1990). It is the interviewee’s 
perceptions and experiences with the organization and the implementation of the Policy 
that is of interest to the researcher. The study focuses on the participant’s perceptions, 
attitudes, beliefs, and how they come to “know,” and make sense about the 
implementation of the Policy itself. 
Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed. Field notes were maintained on 
each participant. The field notes were maintained from the initial contact with the 
participant. Field notes were not made during the actual interview but were made 
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immediately following the conclusion of each interview. These notes were used to 
document observations about the non-verbal participant information from the interview. 
In addition to interviews and field notes, memos also served as a data gathering tool. 
Unobtrusive data collection consisted of document collection. This occurred 
throughout the interview process. The documents collected consisted of university 
publications, hard copy and electronic, which outlined the Absence from Class Due to 
Illness Policy and/or its implementation. 
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
Analysis of qualitative data is “the interplay between researchers and data” 
(Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p. 13) and a dynamic process with the data collection. Tape 
recordings, written transcripts and field notes comprised the primary data set. Completed 
interviews were transcribed and reviewed, as additional interviews were beins scheduled 
and conducted. A third analysis method was the use of memos and displays; memos can 
facilitate the researcher’s thinking about the data by making information (thoughts, ideas, 
impression) available in a visible form (Maxwell, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 
Document analysis entailed reviewing the content of the university’s documents 
related to the Policy. The documents allowed the researcher to gain insight into the 
loose coupling of the organization. The degree of consistency and similarity of the 
Policy implementation process provided an understanding about how loosely or tightly 
coupled the university was across the organization. Document analysis also served as 
one source for triangulation of the interview data. 
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Significance and Limitations 
As we continue to recognize the importance of understanding the impact of 
organizations on people, this study offers a contribution to the existing body of 
knowledge. The results of this study adds to the body of knowledge about how students 
experience the university. Unintended consequences may have great impact, possibly 
even greater than any intended consequence. This study provides an opportunity to help 
make visible the hidden impacts of the organization on students. 
The limitations of qualitative studies generally revolve around size and 
methodology; such is the case with this study. Size offers two limitations. First, a single 
site limits the breadth of the study and correspondingly the information. Second, the size 
limitation relates to the number of participants interviewed. This study is a sample of 
only 13 participants. 
Interviewing, while rich in description, has the limitation of bias and 
misinterpretation. Bias may be on the part of the researcher. Although efforts were 
made to minimize researcher bias, the researcher may not have captured and interpreted 
the participant s voice accurately. Also there is the possibility the participants are limited 
in their response by the interview process. Another limitation of this type of qualitative 
research is that it cannot be replicated. 
Description of the Research Site 
The research design required a large public research university; therefore, a 
Carnegie Mellon Doctoral Extensive nationally ranked university was selected. In this 
dissertation the selected university is referred to as Large Public University (LPU). The 
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university system is a multi-campus system with a flagship campus, several regional 
campuses and a medical center campus separate and distance from the main campus. The 
flagship campus, site for this study, currently enrolls approximately 16,000 
undergraduate and 6,100 graduate students. Recruitment efforts yield 80% or roughly 
12,800 students from within the state. Working or middle-class families are the majority 
of students at the campus, with almost 80% of entering students applying for financial aid 
and 62% receiving need based aid. 
The 2005 (the latest year data available) student to faculty ration was 17 to 1. 
Currently there is an organized effort to increase the number of faculty to bring this ratio 
to 15 or 16 to 1. LPU has 13 of schools and colleges offering eight undergraduate 
degrees in 105 majors. 
The campus is in a rural area that is 25 miles from the nearest large metropolitan 
area. Over two-thirds of the undergraduate population live in campus housing. New 
building and extensive renovations are continuing on the campus with major 
construction/renovation of academic, housing and sport/recreation facilities. The 
university also has a strong alumni association that has been a large contributor to the 
campus building and renovation efforts. 
At LPU there is a strong sense of school spirit as evidenced by the clothing 
students, staff and faculty were wearing on campus. University colors, logoed attire, 
caps, shirts, etc. adorned many of the people I saw while on campus. 
The main academic administration building is home to the major administrative 
support services of the Registrar, the Bursar, Financial Aid, Disability Services, and the 
Dean of Students. It is a beautiful example of honoring an old building while 
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modernizing the interior into functional space. The inner atrium is filled with light from 
skylights and large windows. Private offices are on the outer perimeter of the building, 
large doors and large open reception areas leave one with the sense of a very open, 
inviting space. Walls of glass make offices visible as one walks along the main corridor. 
University Student Health Services (SHS) centrally located on campus, in close 
proximity to the main academic administration building was a stark contrast to the new or 
renovated building surrounding it. Built as an infirmary in the late 1960s it retains the 
original infirmary designation. The building was an interesting blend of materials from 
red brick and marble to colorless cinder block. Most of the inpatient hospital type rooms 
have been converted to outpatient exam rooms. The basic structure is long narrow 
central corridors on each of the four floors with various size outpatient exam rooms on 
each side. Staff efficiently use every nook and cranny creating the little patient waiting 
area that exists. The most inviting component of the operation is the warm, friendly staff 
who greet visitors to the building. 
The academic area is a collection of new and renovated buildings situated on a 
lovely green with a long, gently curving central sidewalk. Along the walk, streetlamps 
with banners display the school or college colors and the name of the building. It is 
apparent that great care and planning went into blending the old buildings with the new 
construction making it difficult, if not impossible to ascertain new construction from 
renovated older buildings. 
Gaining Access 
The process (or institutional approval ot this research entailed submission of my 
approved dissertation proposal, the introductory letter (Appendix A ), the informed 
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consent form (Appendix B ). The University of Massachusetts Amherst Institutional 
Review Board Human Subjects approved my plan for maintaining participant anonymity 
and confidentiality. Several professional colleagues facilitated access to the research 
institution. My counterpart at the research site was helpful in assisting with the 
Institutional Review Board review and approval process. 
I had access to participants through several campus offices, the DOS Office and 
SHS. The Director of Health Services was instrumental in my gaining access to members 
of the university community; he made introductions and actively recruited participants 
from the DOS Office. This colleague also recruited and arranged interview times with 
Health Services physicians and staff. 
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CHAPTER 4 
LPU - POLICY IMPLEMENTATION IN A LOOSELY COUPLED SYSTEM 
In this chapter we will see how people at Large Public University (LPU) operate 
in a loosely coupled system by sharing staff and faculty stories about Absence from Class 
Due to Illness policy, referred to as the Policy. The chapter begins with a brief 
description of the university organizational setting, information about study participants 
and their role related to the Policy. Participants are presented individually providing their 
varied and diverse perspectives that surround the policy. To protect identity pseudonyms 
are used. 
Participants were asked to discuss their role in dealing with a student’s absence 
from class due to illness. When describing the Policy many participants described 
experiences other than a student’s absence due to illness, they shared examples and 
situations related to attendance in class, absence from exams, dropping classes and other 
topics. What emerged through participant interviews was in this university organization, 
where little seemed clear and power tended to reside with individuals or their department 
separating policies about illness and attendance is artificial. These stories help us better 
understand the nature of power in the loose coupling of the university organization. 
The six characteristics of this complex organization indicated by analysis of the 
data are: 1) lack of or slow coordination between units, 2) relative absence of regulation, 
3) infrequent inspection of activities, 4) decentralization, 5) delegation of discretion, and 
6) absence of linkages. These characteristics formed the environment in which students 
learned how to operate the Policy in a complex organization. Additional analysis of the 
data showed possible unintended consequences to students as a result of being in this 
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complex environment. These consequences tend to be clustered in three general 
categories: 1) comfort with ambiguity, 2) learning complex systems, and 3) learning to 
make the system work. 
The Setting 
The setting for this case study is a large public university located in rural New 
England. Most of the students live in campus housing or in one of many apartment 
complexes surrounding the campus. The organization is comprised of several thousand 
employees. Consistent with many large public universities, LPU, has three primary 
reporting lines: academic affairs, administrative and finance, and student affairs. Each 
unit is an organization within the larger organization functioning independently from one 
another with limited connection to each other. Within this structure, the University 
Senate is the key entity that approves policies related to academic matters. 
Participants 
There are four principal groups involved in the implementation of the Policy; 1) 
Faculty, 2) the Dean of Students staff, 3) Student Health Service staff and 4) Students. 
Members of each group were interviewed to gain insight into their understanding of and 
relationship with the Policy. Two faculty members; two staff from the Dean of Students 
Office, including the Dean and one Assistant Dean; and three staff from the Student 
Health Service (SHS), the Medical Director, a Physician and the Medical Records 
Manager were interviewed and are reported in this chapter. Student participants are 
reported in chapter five. 
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Dean of Students 
The Dean of Students Office (DOS) includes the Dean, three assistant deans, and 
several graduate students who function as deans in-training, administrative assistants and 
receptionists. The University Senate By-Laws identify the DOS staff with responsibility 
for excused absences from final exams. 
Jackie 
Jackie Long, Assistant Dean of Students, had a warm, welcome and engaging 
smile. Jackie, the least senior assistant dean, has become the primary person responsible 
for management of the students’ absence from class process. She assumed responsibility 
for this assignment as the demand for services grew in complexity and volume. Jackie 
provides a historical as well as current perspective and sets the context for this discussion 
of the Policy process. 
Jackie’s description of LPU’s Absence from Class Due to Policy Illness reflects a 
delegation of discretion: 
Well, we don’t really have an Absence from Class Due to Illness Policy except 
for that it’s the professor’s prerogative to make any decisions about if a student 
can make up missed work. If there’s going to be any penalty for an excused 
absence, will an absence be excused? So the professor is really responsible for 
determining all of that. So the Dean of Students office, what causes some 
confusion around here, is that the Dean of Students Office has authority over 
excusing students from final exams. 
Jackie spends a large percentage of her time with students on this issue. She explained, 
“What we end up doing in our office a lot of times concerning this is...helping students 
whose professors misunderstand the policy and think that we’re the ones that have the 
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authority to excuse." The number of students seeking assistance has grown to the point 
where it is “huge.” 
Jackie understands how this happened. An absence of regulation, led to a 
progression of events that started years ago. When the Certification staff in the 
Registrar’s Office received information from a student about why he or she missed class 
they would type a letter and mail it to the student’s professors. The professors would not 
receive the letter for several days, usually after the fact. This delay concerned students. 
As Jackie put it, “Students really want their professors to know right away, like, ‘I’m not 
slacking off, I’m not skipping your class. This is what’s going on.’ So they started 
coming up to our office.” 
When students came to the DOS the administrative assistant at the reception desk 
was eager to help. In the absence of a prescribed policy, students’ request for assistance 
made the system work. Jackie explained: 
So then, I guess somehow, I’m not even [sure] if it was just like the first person 
happened to do it, and instead of saying “No, go to Certifications”, our 
administrative assistant here, started saying, “Okay, I’ll send something out for 
you.” So she would send an e-mail out to all the professors saying the student 
was out for such and such a reason. So that got bigger and bigger and bigger and 
bigger, and so now, not only do students think.. .that it’s part of our role to 
provide this service to them, but professors actually are instilling in us the 
authority that we’ve never actually had. 
As the volume grew, it became clear to DOS staff that something had to change. Excuses 
from class became part of the DOS daily work. The student requests became so 
numerous there simply was not enough staff in the office to meet the demand. An 
unintended consequence occurred. Students figured out a way to make the system work. 
Although the DOS excuse authority was limited to final exams, based on 
additional requests from students and their families, the DOS staff determined it was 
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appropriate for them to intervene and provide notification to professors. In cases where 
parents call or the circumstances are of a sensitive nature DOS steps in. Jackie explained: 
...we're happy to help these students and do it on their behalf...if the reason 
they’ve been absent is a sexual topic that they just don’t want to have to go from 
professor to professor talking about their situation, then, which many times would 
happen in a sexual assault or having to go to a court, or, you know, something like 
that. Then we will send out an e-mail to their professors saying, “So and so has 
been to my office and is dealing with a personal trauma. I know the situation, and 
believe it to be legitimate. 
Jackie qualified her response, “even if we say it’s legitimate, it’s still up to the professor 
to determine if they want to deal with that excuse or not.” Jackie continued, “For this 
reason, the DOS staff always concludes their notification with a phrase that 
acknowledges the professors authority, such as: ‘I know that it is your authority to 
determine if make-up work is to be given or whatever the situation is. Please allow her 
any flexibility that your syllabus provides.’ You know, it’s a thing like that.” 
Although a relatively small component of absences, absence from final 
examinations is now officially the responsibility of the DOS as outlined in the University 
By-Laws. Jackie describes the policy, “The By-Laws [as explained in] the catalog, gives 
us, the DOS office, the authority to determine if a student can take a final exam at a time 
other than the scheduled time.” She goes on to clarify: 
So if a student needs to take the exam not at the scheduled time, the schedule 
created by the Registrar’s Office, officially the professor is not allowed to give the 
exam at a different time unless that student has permission from the Dean of 
Students. 
This power ot the DOS is questioned periodically. Jackie recalls times: 
...when, it comes before the faculty, you know, “Should the Dean of Students 
Office have this authority? Do you guys want it?” And the faculty always say, 
We don t want that responsibility.’ So basically, yeah, meaning they don’t want 
to be the ones that have to look at all the excuses. I mean, and I understand 
that.. .nobody wants to be the bad guy. So, you know, they want to be able to say. 
56 
“Well, it’s okay with me if it's okay with the Dean of Students Office”, knowing 
that we’re going to have to say, “No” for that particular excuse. So they get to be 
the good guy. 
Jackie reflected on the challenge and tension the DOS staff experience between 
providing the excuse and inconsistency among the faculty, saying, “So what can I do? 
It's the policy.” While she does not know for certain, Jackie believes some professors on 
campus violate the policy and allow students to make-up final exams without DOS 
approval; she acknowledges, “no one is ever going to know.” 
There are three major reasons that students are unable to take final exams as 
scheduled. The student may: 1) have three exams on one day or two exams at the same 
time; 2) be too ill to attend the exam; or 3) be committed to a university sanctioned event, 
such as athletics, marching band, etc. The student must have DOS approval to miss a 
final exam. Implementation of this policy resulted in an overwhelming number of 
students trying to access the DOS around finals week. This influx of students placed a 
burden on the DOS staff. The result was a delegation of discretion, Jackie explained: 
Well, what we did instead was separated some of that out, so now if a student has 
a bunched final [3 exams in 1 day] they go to the Student Services desk at the 
Registrar's Office. If they’re ill, they’re to go over to Health Services. Health 
Services has the authority on the delegation that we’ve bestowed upon them to 
say that this person is too ill to take a final exam, which basically the thought was, 
all we’d be dealing with was receiving their medical documentation and just 
rewriting it because they’re the ones who are aware of a student’s medical 
situation. We’d be saying, “Well, do you think they could take their exam?” 
“No.” “Okay.” And then so, as opposed to having a sick person have to go there 
and then come here, we have them do it. So, but whatever, if somebody has a 
funeral they were to go to, somebody you know, parents have booked a family 
reunion at that time, we’re the ones that have to say, “Yea or nay.” 
Sorting out some of these issues relieved the burden created by volume; however, it 
offered little relief from the difficult cases that present in the DOS office. Jackie referred 
to these as “lose-lose” cases. These no win cases remain the responsibility of the DOS. 
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Differing lines of authority adds to the complexity at LPU and results in a 
continuous tension regarding decision-making. At times a faculty member disagrees with 
the DOS decision and refuses to make an accommodation for a student. In these 
situations, 
the next level of authority is the Department Head, not us. Then after that, it's the 
Dean of the school or college, and then after that, it’s, you know, the [Office of] 
Undergraduate Education, so it never comes to the Dean of Students Office. It’s 
never our authority the rest of the year. So I may, in a certain situation, write to 
the professors and say, “Look, I just want you to know that I know what’s going 
on to this student, and I consider it to be legitimate”, but it’s still the professor’s 
decision. 
Jackie described a lack of confidence between some faculty and the DOS staff. It appears 
faculty want verification of a student’s illness to help build confidence the DOS is not 
just letting students “get by.” Jackie believes that verification can pose a significant 
challenge for their office. “So, we have had professors who, even during final exams, 
will question our authority and decisions.” She describes an incident with one faculty 
member, “Like we did have somebody that called up and said, ‘Why did you excuse this 
person, they just want to go to the Dave Matthews band concert.’ And we say, ‘No. 
They provided me with documentation that such and such a thing occurred.” Jackie was 
frustrated by faculty's challenge to her authority and she held firm, saying: 
And, if you’re [faculty] not happy with my evaluation of this, feel free to go to the 
board and have this authority yourself. So you can’t have it both ways. You can’t 
make it my responsibility and question the way that I do my job. 
Incidences like this led to an increased need for documentation. Jackie said, “that’s why 
we require documentation for everything now.” 
Recognition of the DOS authority is a high priority for Jackie, “Actually, I want 
them to put authority behind my validation of a student’s situation.” This is hard to 
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balance when many times faculty are asking for verification the DOS staff cannot 
provide. At times the DOS sends out a letter that simply reports a phone call for 
example, “we send out these letters that say, ‘Molly’s mother called to say that she was in 
the hospital,’ they assume that we were verifying that.” In these cases the response to 
faculty is. 
We didn't verify anything. I told you, “Molly’s mother called that she’s in the 
hospital.” Like if I had heard it from a doctor, I would say, “I have a doctor’s 
note that said, you know...” so I need them [faculty] to be able to differentiate 
between the times where I’m just informing them of information with no 
verification and the times that I'm saying, “Look, don’t ask me the details. Just 
take my word for it, it’s legitimate.” 
The DOS staff struggle to ensure faculty know and understand the services the staff 
provide and the support they offer faculty and staff. 
Through Jackie’s stories the system complexity is seen as evidenced by the lack 
of coordination, relative absence of regulation, lack of coordination, people ignoring 
policy and/or doing what they like, delegation of discretion, and absence of linkages. 
Departments at LPU appear to function as separate organizations. Changes in one unit 
are not necessarily visible or even seen as important to other units. In the case where the 
prescribed professor notification from the Registrar’s Office did not meet students needs 
the students found a way to make the system work for them. Without formal review or 
authority, a receptionist in the DOS responded to students’ requests. This simple 
response of notifying professors of students’ absences evolved into a larger process, soon 
becoming institutionalized. Lack of organizational connection or authority appears 
stopping this work around from happening. In this complex organization, students could 
make the system work to meet their real or perceived needs. 
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Terri 
When we met, Terri Wilson was just completing her first year with the university 
as Dean of Students. She had a quiet yet powerful presence. She came to the institution 
with an extensive resume and diverse experience both as an academic and an 
administrator. In the past twenty years, she worked at public and private institutions of 
varying sizes. Terri reports to the Vice President for Student Affairs and is the chief 
administrative officer for undergraduate students. Terri, the Dean worked hard her first 
year to assess the campus environment and climate. She explained that a major goal of 
LPU was to become a first tier institution. Her assessment, although the university was 
moving in the first tier direction LPU’s policies and campus culture lagged behind other 
great institutions. She gave this example, “LPU is incredibly liberal with its rules, a drop 
dead date [for withdrawing] doesn’t happen until the end of the semester and even then it 
isn’t firm.” 
Terri appeared to have a strong appreciation of colleagues at all levels of the 
organization. As an administrative dean, she holds a strong allegiance to the faculty 
while actively supporting the DOS staff. As Dean her primary interactions are with 
faculty and other senior administrators. When asked if she was involved in the Policy she 
replied: 
Yeah, yeah, faculty will often e-mail or call me for different categories. There are 
the students who simply just aren’t showing up and the faculty, I think, want to 
know what to do. You know, we’re more likely to hear from a faculty member 
who is troubled by a student’s behavior, which may include excessive absence but 
also may include a real red flag, who are really troubled by something that a 
student has written lor class. You know, just the types of things that faculty go 
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through and don't know what to do. We can tell them what their responsibilities 
are. 
In the past year, Terri developed an awareness of how policies operate at LPU. 
She was shocked by disconnects in the system. She offered one example: 
Well, one thing, and I know a lot of people are in agreement on this... [the By- 
Laws aren’t]...allowing faculty to have an attendance policy. It boggles my 
mind...it's partly an academic freedom issue, and academic freedom includes a 
faculty member's choice of evaluation methods, and if a faculty member chooses 
to say that attendance in my class is this percentage of the course and is required 
for this grade. I think that’s something...that there needs to be changes so it is 
allowed. 
Terri explained that while faculty members are, “forbidden from having an attendance 
policy,” they find ways around it: 
...Ellie [Dean of Undergraduate Education]... worked around it as a faculty 
member [by making it] a participation grade. You can’t participate if you’re not 
here. But that really unfairly advantages those students that are active 
participants. Engaged but not in ways that are obvious, with an option for 
participation that don’t involve speaking out in the class, this is for the introverts 
in the class. You may not have active participation, but they [the students] show 
up every day. 
Terri was learning how the system works regarding excused absences. She found 
the delegation of discretion “interesting.” Her office has the authority for final exams but 
not for other times during the semester. Her experience at LPU is that “[some] faculty 
abrogate that responsibility and they do it with gusto. They don’t want anything to do 
with it. They’re happy to turn that over to us.” 
Yet, when faculty struggle with the policy, they often seek Terri’s guidance. She 
shared an example of a faculty member who called her concerned about the Policy. Terri 
described it this way, “We run into a problem with the big university. Faculty members 
sometimes do as they want...they [faculty] know they are banned from excusing students 
for final exams.” When faculty “break the rules” it impacts, “colleagues they never see.” 
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Students do see the impact. Terri sees the unintended consequence - students learn to 
play the system. “A faculty member will contact us and say you know that I am not 
permitted to give the permission to [be absent];” then, they go on to say, 
...she [a student] tells me that the other two faculty members, with whom she has 
a conflict, have given her permission [to reschedule her final exam]...then asks 
[me] if I will give her permission. But then she explains that if I don’t give 
permission it doesn’t really matter because she’s not going to be able to catch the 
flight that will allow her to get to her internship on time, or whatever. 
This faculty member told Terri, “I don’t want to be the bad guy, but I know that I’m 
following the policy. What am I suppose to do?” Terri said “they [faculty] feel ‘set-up’ 
for following the rules.” 
In loosely coupled systems there is ambiguity (Weick, 1976) multiple truths, 
multiple expectations. This is clearly demonstrated by Terri’s reported experience. She 
sees significant variability in faculty’s response dealing with students’ absence from 
class. While there is a policy or rule about the process, she noted, “five different faculty, 
five different rules.” Some faculty do not want to be the “bad guys” and “do what they 
want”, while others are just trying to “play by the rules.” As a result students learn to be 
comfortable with this ambiguity. They also learn that once they learn the rules they can 
use this knowledge to their advantage. 
In addition to her role as Dean Terri teaches one class each semester at LPU. As a 
faculty member, she assumes the discretion to outline an attendance policy for her course. 
Her policy appears to be in direct contradiction to the LPU policy she described earlier. 
Her policy is, “if a class meets twice a week, you get two absences per semester.” Any 
absences over two Terri reduces the student’s grade a half mark for every absence, so if a 
student has three absences and a B the grade is reduced to a B-, four is a C+, etc. She 
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does not ask why the student is absent. Terri begins every semester with a warning to 
students, “plan carefully and think ahead.” She warns them not to use their days 
foolishly, “skipping class on beautiful days in September will leave you no time for 
illness, and will not change the rule.” The unintended consequence is student adaptation 
to the contradiction between policy and practice. Students accept an attendance-based 
grade even though LPU restricts the practice of attendance-based grading. 
Terri, positioned in the middle of the process is, the primary contact person for 
faculty and responsible for the staff charged with administering the Policy. She sees the 
importance of supporting all members of the community; however, she knows too well 
the world is not simply made of implemented policy. In this complex organization, there 
is a great deal of variability and numerous factors considered when making decisions 
about student’s attendance. Terri believes most faulty members have criteria that are 
important to them. Her experience shows the organizational complexity that forms the 
daily environment for students. Terri described the attendance policy and the ambiguity 
that exists. Her stories help us see the unintended consequences and student learning that 
results. She provided examples of students playing the system, of students leveraging 
one professor who breaks the rules against other faculty who follow the rules. The policy 
and practice are as variable as the number of faculty. 
Faculty 
The two faculty interviewed were Spencer English, Ph.D. and Robert Smith, 
Ph.D. Dr. English has been at LPU for 13 years. Dr. Smith for 10 years. In this section. 
Dr. Smith and Dr. English help give a sense of the role faculty play in the Policy. 
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Spencer 
Spencer English is tenured faculty, an associate professor and Associate 
Department Head in Psychology. In addition to his academic activity, Spencer is an 
active member of the University Senate serving on the Committee on Student Welfare. 
Spencer provides a number of perspectives because of his various campus roles as 
senator, policy maker, and faculty member. Spencer is knowledgeable about the LPU’s 
attendance policy and the sentiment of the faculty. His stories assist in understanding the 
complexity at LPU. 
Faculty had concerns about limits placed on their authority regarding their use of 
attendance in grading and, “apparently [it] had been brewing for four, five, six years.” 
Spencer described the process of policy development at LPU and the current debate in the 
University Senate: 
...there is a proposal out of one of the University Senate committees to bring the 
policy forward that would change the existing policy and allow instructors in 
courses to talk about attendance as part of a grading policy. It has been the 
practice of this university to allow participation to count, but not attendance per se 
and so this committee was basically trying to bring reality to the situation, 
because instructors tend to put participation into their syllabus and then use 
attendance [as if it were participation]. 
Faculty perceive they are responsible for the education of students and the current 
regulation restricts that ability. Spencer hears from his colleagues: 
Why can't I grade on attendance? Why do I have to make up this “phony 
participation” concept when I really just... want to say, “This is an important lab. 
If you miss it, you miss something therefore I want to be able to take attendance.” 
I don’t want to have to make up something. Just bring truth in advertising to the 
policies and also to give some tools to the faculty who really would like to say 
there’s a reason why I need you here, and it does make a difference and I need 
that in my arsenal. 
Ultimately the motion was defeated due to lack of consensus and sent back to the 
subcommittee for work. 
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Once the issue arrived back at the Student Welfare Committee other campus units 
had the opportunity to raise concerns about a potential change to the Policy. Spencer 
reported: 
...we especially heard from two or three people in various centers including 
health infirmary [SHS]. If you start putting that in, we are going to have to sign a 
billion and six notes for real reasons and also for fabricated reasons. [For 
example] when I’m late for an 8:00 class and I go over and say, “[cough, cough] 
I'm not feeling well, give me a note” and they have to do a note and then they 
can’t say what the real issue is because of HIPAA concerns and so they didn’t 
want to get into that. 
Spencer could see the concern and had a solution: 
...if you have a pedagogical reason for requiring attendance and participation, put 
it in the syllabus, make an argument for it, explain how you’re going to do it, and 
how you’re going to handle excuses and procedures, but then it’s on the faculty 
member to deal with it. No faculty in their right mind if teaching a 300 person 
class would require attendance and then have to deal with 712 e-mails over a 
semester. You’d be stupid. 
His solution did not address the concern of other units. The SHS like other offices on 
campus know, from experience, change to the Policy would impact their operation. Unit 
staffs’ concern, organizationally, is about the absence of linkages in this complex system. 
With or without an attendance policy there appears to be one consistent 
understanding throughout LPU: whatever a faculty member does regarding attendance is 
enforceable only if the rules are written in the course syllabus. Spencer’s syllabi outlined 
his policy: 
Absence from an exam or an in-class presentation will result in a grade of zero 
unless: (a) you notify me in advance; and (b) an adequate excuse is provided (e.g. 
medical excuse from physician). If you are unable to attend class, complete an 
assignment, etc. please make arrangements with Prof. English in advance of the 
date. 
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When describing his policy, Spencer said, “I play by the rules, just so it’s 
established at the beginning of the semester." He shared his thoughts about 
implementation: 
I do the same thing with that as I do with my dress. I start the semester with coat 
and tie and formality...then work my way toward informality after having 
established the rule of law. I do the same thing with excuses, which is, I have the 
policies there, I say, “Attendance is a factor in your grade, it’s important, don’t 
mess around, I expect you to be here.’’ 
Reality is somewhat different, “When a good student who’s routinely participating in 
class says, ‘I missed class last week. I was sick. Do you want a note?’ I say, ‘No, don’t 
worry about it.’ His response is different for students with irregular attendance. “When a 
student who has missed several occasions says, ‘Um, I was um, sick last week’ I say, 
‘That’s fine. Just make sure I have the documentation so you’re not punished in terms of 
that foible.” He is not interested in making the process difficult for himself or the 
students: 
I do not want to get in the business of checking notes and checking up on people 
and being paternalistic and all that sort of stuff, but if people are using it as an 
excuse when I’m questioning the validity of that, if their grandmother’s died for 
the third time over a semester, then I’d rather have some documentations before I 
question that. 
In thirteen years of teaching at LPU Spencer has experienced little trouble with 
the Policy. He attributes this to “doing enough to set myself up not to fail and get into 
these situations too often.” As he said, “I’m a straight shooter, and if they’ve missed 
class, they just take the consequences and that’s that.” 
Spencer’s experience with the University Senate and subcommittee points out the 
LPU s resistance to tighter coupling, and how the system works to remain unchanged. 
His story ol the Policy review assists us in seeing how strong the organizational pull is to 
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maintain the status quo. Spencer's story highlights aspects of LPU. First, ambiguity 
across the system allows for variability in course rules. Each professor can and does 
decide the policies that guide how they structure their courses. Spencer’s stories 
demonstrate the ambiguity that exists in this complex system; however, students do show 
up and learn the rules. Second, Spencer provides an example of using the system in an 
effective way. Students learn if they are present and attending class, illness is not a 
problem; on the other hand, if they are not showing up they will be asked to verify the 
reason for the absence and “take the consequences.” 
Robert 
Robert Smith is in a non-tenure administrative academic position in the 
Mathematics Department. Although neither the DOS staff nor the SHS staff have met 
him, he has a reputation across campus for his management of the Policy. The DOS and 
SHS staff strongly recommended I interview him for this study. As the undergraduate 
coordinator for the mathematics department, the majority of his time is dedicated to 
assisting students resolve problems. Robert teaches one class per semester. Robert takes 
pride in the success he experiences in this position, noting that the two people before him 
were unsuccessful in the administrative aspect of the job. He attributes this achievement 
to his gaining faculty acceptance. 
The course Robert teaches is a large lower division mathematics course designed 
for business and economics majors. It is a required course for several programs in the 
Business School. A student’s grade from this course carries significant weight for the 
Business School staff when making admission decisions. The structure of the course is a 
large lecture with smaller group discussion sections taught by graduate teaching 
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assistants (TAs). The format for the course is two exams and a final with weekly quizzes 
in the discussion sections. The course syllabus is consistent with others in the department 
regarding absences. It reads: 
There will be no makeup’s for missed work; an unexcused absence will be given 
a grade of 0, and an excused absence (and there are very few reasons for excusing 
a missed exam) may be replaced by the corresponding section of the final exam. 
The instructor or coordinator should be notified before missing any exam or quiz 
if at all possible and immediately thereafter when not possible. The coordinator 
will determine if the absence from an exam will be excused. 
Robert has a great deal of power and independent discretion in decisions affecting 
students’ grades. It appears there is little external regulation of his decisions. When 
sharing stories, Robert blended medical with non-medical examples, as if they were 
interchangeable. Over the years, Robert has “seen it all,” and developed a sense for 
“spotting trouble.” He found, for example, “...as soon as I get a note from a doctor that 
explains directly what’s going wrong [detailed medical information] I know that’s pretty 
false.” Robert explained students also request an excused absence from exams for 
reasons other than illness: 
But I’ve also had really weird things. I had a student who had to miss an exam 
because she had to show her horse. She had to fly to Kentucky and show her 
horse. And, you know, I thought, show your horse, that’s got to be crazy, but I 
wound up learning a lot about horses that day. She brought in her whole thing. 
Apparently, nobody else could show her horse. There’s a bonding effect. 
To minimize the need for medical excuses Robert implemented a policy that two 
quiz grades do not count in the final grade. For most students this means dropping their 
worst two quizzes. If students miss more than two quizzes they are required to have an 
excuse. TAs refer student complaints to Robert. He describes it this way, “We play good 
cop bad cop, I am always the bad cop.” Robert gave this example, “I had one student 
who said that they weren’t feeling so well and they called home and their mother said for 
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them to stay in and drink this kind of tea.” He responded “Well, sorry, that’s not going to 
go.” His thinking is, “If you were that sick you needed to go see a professional.” He 
went on to explain, “You know, otherwise you got a flu I don't care, well certain levels of 
flu are serious, but...” Robert sees himself as flexible, yet determined to have most 
students take exams on time. If a student is not too ill to take the exam he says, “You 
come in. I’ll bring the box of tissues, don't worry.’ If they wanted to be alone, they could 
take it here [his office], you know they don’t have to take it in the classroom.” Robert 
describes himself this way, “I can accommodate all sorts of things. I just can’t 
accommodate totally missing it without a [documented] reason.” Students in Robert’s 
class learn that documentation, whatever the reason for absence, is required. 
Robert learned to use the system at LPU. Students enrolled in his Business 
Calculus and Finite Math for Calculus course are “under a lot of pressure,” because “the 
Business School uses us as a bit of a filter.” Robert understands the students are 
“competing against each other big time.” This is one reason why he enforces the rules 
“...especially since these people are going to be taking care of my hedge funds later...” 
He uses the established process to help “sort out” students, experience has taught him that 
forcing students to go to the SHS for an excuse “unless it is legitimate, they would simply 
not go.” Robert believes, “they [the student] would quietly realize how I’m not going to 
get away with this so I’d better drop the class.” Robert is not sure how many faculty 
members request excuses from SHS, but he perceives himself to be a role model. He 
acknowledges that if “everybody did this [process] in this university SHS staff wouldn't 
be able to get any work done...they'd be totally inundated.” 
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Robert derives personal satisfaction from aspects of his position and the 
relationships he establishes with students. 
You know, it’s a job that has a lot of satisfaction, whether you're the good guy or 
the bad guy. Again, with age, you realize that sometimes being the bad guy... 
you learn that sometimes you can say no, and that’s sometimes the right thing to 
do. 
He speaks fondly of students who come back to visit him. Robert shared a number of 
stories about his experiences with students; whether or not they have successfully passed 
his course, many of them come back and talk to him years later. Generally they are doing 
well and are grateful to him for what they learned. As Robert put it, “you just have to 
have a blind faith and in the overall scheme of things that you’re one cog in this person’s 
development. 
Robert’s stories about the absence policy have similarities to Spencer, as well as 
some striking differences. It appears that for Robert it is important that students learn to 
show-up and know the rules. Unlike Spencer, who uses excuses as a last resort, Robert 
uses them as the primary vehicle for his decisions. As we saw from Robert’s stories, it is 
not about illness or the degree of illness it is about following a process. For Robert the 
driver is documentation; thus students learn to make the system work for them in a way 
different trom Spencer’s students. Due to the lack of coordination in the system, the 
absence of interaction between staff at the SHS, and the absence of interaction between 
faculty, Robert’s assumptions about notes and illness remain unchallenged. We can see 
from just these two faculty members’ stories that students learn to live with significant 
variability within one organization. 
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Health Service 
SHS staff is responsible for excusing students from final exams because of illness. 
Beyond this very specific authority delegated by the DOS, the SHS medical staff are 
asked by students to provide medical excuses throughout the academic term. The SHS 
and DOS share the same organizational reporting line to the Vice Chancellor for Student 
Affairs. The medical records manager and physician stories describe the SHS 
perspective on the process evidenced in the day-to-day working of the Policy. 
John 
John Coach, the Medical Director, attended a small private undergraduate college 
and graduated from an Ivy League medical school. He has been with the SHS for 
nineteen plus years, coming to SHS after many years in private practice. Although John 
is the medical director, he devotes ninety percent of his time to clinic practice. He relies 
heavily on the SHS Executive Director to manage the operation of the clinic including 
personnel matters. In his role as Medical Director, John is responsible for the clinical 
aspect of the SHS operation. 
SHS provides care only to LPU students; faculty and staff are not eligible to 
receive care at the facility. The practice is busy seeing more than 100 students a day. 
John believes there is an increasing demand from faculty and students for documentation 
of illness. Last year John worked with Marge, the Medical Records Manager and Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) Compliance Officer to create an 
excuse form for use by providers. In spite of their efforts for consistency, John said that, 
“Each clinician does it in maybe a little different way.” He described his own method of 
addressing the issue of providing “notes” for students: “I never put down detailed 
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information, not only because of HIPAA but because I don’t think it’s right. I’ll put 
acute medical illness, missed classes, etc.” John “used to write out a note on letterhead, 
or a prescription thing [pad] and Marge, who is the HIPPA representative here, said you 
can’t do that anymore.” John thinks the new form “is less meaningful.” He reflected 
about the past year, “We really used this [the form] a lot last year, and all it really says is 
they [the students] were seen.” John gave the impression the handwritten notes of the 
past (and still used by many), provide cryptic information to faculty, for example “acute 
illness” means the student was very ill. The phrase “missed class” means the student 
came to SHS and was not seriously ill. 
In an effort to assist his patients, John offers advice based on his experience: 
I tell them, even some graduate students, I don't care if you’re a fifth year 
graduate student or you’re a freshmen. There are some faculty here [at LPU] that 
demand to know why you were not there [in class] and if you were sick, get some 
verification. 
He recalled one case that illustrates how disconnected SHS is from other parts of the 
campus. A faculty member called and questioned the note John wrote for a student. It 
went like this, “I guess the faculty member who is known for questioning students’ 
motives and other excuses called me and he said well, ‘I saw that date and I know you’re 
not there on Sunday so I’m not accepting this [note].” John replied “I’m sorry, we are 
here on Sunday. I remember seeing that student.” The faculty member said, “Oh, well I 
didn’t know that.” John clarified, “Well, we are, we have Sunday hours.” 
When asked if there is an attendance policy at LPU John replied, “That’s why 
they take these [the excuse form]. They need verification.” When asked how students 
know the process he was unsure: “They seem to know that they have to do something. I 
don't know where they get that information, but they seem to know.” 
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John discussed the add/drop process. While not directly related to the Policy or 
mentioned in any other interviews, for him it was closely linked and a process that 
involved SHS staff. He explained, he receives the student’s medical record with a note 
from the triage nurse: 
...It will say the student wants to drop his Biology 202 or something like that, and 
then it says, “Ill in September” then you look and this is in December and he had 
a sore throat for one day, throat culture negative, and he wants to drop the class 
because of illness. I have not been very charitable about those. 
When asked what happens to the students if they don’t get a note from SHS John 
responded, “I have no idea what happens.” He shared more examples of students seeking 
medical validation for dropping a course, 
They have a sprained ankle, sore throat, came in for one day [because] of a 
headache, and they want to drop the class. Well, you know why they want to 
drop the class. Because they never went, or they did poorly, or whatever. 
John responds to these cases differently than those of students with serious illness, 
explaining, “...I write a little bit more, you know, ‘...illness was episodic, lasting an hour 
or two, a day, and did not seem to impact on academic performance.’ Then whoever 
reviews it, it’s up to them.” He also said, “I don’t think the students ever see what we 
write...and I never see what happens to the forms, it is like they went into a black hole.” 
He knows SHS sends the forms to the DOS Office at the end of the day but beyond that, 
he is unsure what happens to the form or the outcome for the student; he speculates, 
“Many of those students withdraw.” 
John shared his thoughts about the disconnection between SHS and faculty at 
LPU stating, “I guess, we’ll probably stick with this because, it’s, you know, not very 
binding. It has no legal standing one way or another about it, so...” After a thoughtful 
pause he added, “If there was more collaboration between faculty and student affairs, it 
would be more seamless...a seamless process, you know...transparent.” He went on to 
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explain, “...I’ve been here for 19 years, I use to actually know faculty members. Now 
we just don’t, I don’t actually know many of the faculty, I never see them.” His sense of 
disconnection was evident. His stories point out the lack of relationship with faculty and 
the DOS. John understands they are all partners in the absence from class process, but 
remains unclear about how they impact each other in a real sense. He shows us the 
uncertainty that exists in the system, and how each part of the system may make 
accommodations without understanding the impact on others. John’s example of the 
add/drop process shows one of the unintended consequences of the system. Students 
learn to play the system. 
Elizabeth 
Elizabeth Smith is a physician at the SHS. She attended the same Ivy League 
school for both undergraduate and medical school. Elizabeth worked at the SHS early in 
her career as a part-time physician; after being away for 12 years, she returned eight years 
ago as a full-time provider. Elizabeth is fond of the university campus environment and 
spoke of the pleasure she derives from being on a university campus interacting with 
students. She told stories of how the campus has changed with different leadership and 
over time has lost some of the connectedness among people and departments. She said, 
“...the interactions with the students keep me connected to campus life.” 
As a SHS staff physician, Elizabeth deals with students seeking medical excuses 
“all the time.” She described the process this way: “They [the students] can come in 
when they’re sick seeking a note. We also have people [students] come in, and say, ‘I 
missed something last week and I was sick.” There are times, even if the student does 
not ask for a note, Elizabeth makes sure they know a note is available to them, “Some 
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kids I will ask them if they are going to need a note.” Elizabeth uses her own discretion, 
“If I'm sending them [the student] to see a specialist I'll tell them when you get back 
from that [appointment]. ‘I’ll write whatever you need, because this is more important 
than going to class.” 
Elizabeth described the variability she sees in faculty policy. “Some teachers 
have stricter attendance policies than others. Some teachers tell them [students] up front 
that they can't miss. They [faculty] don’t care at all.” She described one professor that 
stands out in her mind, saying, “There’s one teacher here who is really bad. Everybody 
in the building knows his name. He just.. .he called and harassed people about whether it 
was actually their signature on the note.” In her experience, both students and staff know 
this and learn to adapt. Students come to SHS from this class seeking notes that 
specifically meet the professor’s requirement. 
Given the high volume of requests for excuses, Elizabeth decided she does 
not need to see all the students requesting SHS notes. The process she employs for 
excuses is. “If they [the students] come in saying they need a note the advice nurse 
can do it and I just have them [the student] pick up the note.” Elizabeth said, “If it’s 
somebody I’ve already seen, and I know they need a note for whatever. I’ll just 
leave it out [at the front desk], and then they can pick it up." She made a point of 
saying, “I’ll write notes for anybody who asks.” Elizabeth points out the variety of 
rules faculty have, some faculty don’t want a secretary’s note, they want a note from 
a “clinical person." Other faculty, “even in the same department,” will only accept a 
note for a SHS physician. Still others don't understand that a student’s illness may 
not require medical attention and insist on documentation from SHS. As she 
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explains, sometimes students are able to treat themselves. When this happens, the 
student tells their story to the triage nurse and the nurse will complete the excuse 
form. 
Over the years the SHS connection to campus has diminished. Elizabeth 
describes it this way, “I mean, we used to be connected to the campus, it was 
because of the Vice Chancellor, she was a really neat lady. She had these lunches 
where she was like, 20 different people who come have lunch with her and talk 
about their lives on campus and so on. It was nice to feel connected.” Without a 
connection to other parts of campus, she is uncertain about the impact her practice 
has on others. 
Elizabeth helps us see that each physician may have their own way of 
administering the Absence from Class Due to Illness Policy. Her experience shows 
us that there is ambiguity and complexity in the system. Her stories describe how 
members of the system assist students in learning to deal with that complexity and 
ambiguity. Elizabeth’s patients appear to learn excuses are easy to obtain and do 
not require a face to face interaction with the provider. Students cared for by 
Elizabeth likely have a different experience with excuses than those seen by John or 
other SHS providers. 
Marge 
Marge Jones, Medical Records Manager and Privacy Officer for the SHS, is a key 
person in the operation of the Policy at LPU. She strives for consistent implementation 
of the Policy. She is the keeper of the Policy and the Policy related forms. Despite her 
best efforts, the organization of LPU presents a formidable challenge. Marge came to the 
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SHS ten years ago from an acute care medical facility where she worked for over twenty- 
five years. She is very knowledgeable about various privacy regulations and laws 
surrounding medical information. Marge gave the impression that working with students 
is one of the delights of her position. Marge does not hold high rank in the SHS or LPU’s 
hierarchical structure. She laughingly described the irony of professors insisting she was 
the only person students could see when they came to the SHS needing an excuse from 
class. As we will see, she is fundamental to the process of excused absences and the one 
person at LPU who touches all the disconnected departments. 
As the SHS Privacy Officer, Marge is responsible for ensuring compliance with 
HIPAA regulations to make certain the students’ privacy rights are upheld. In this 
capacity, she designed a medical excuse form that provides information to faculty and 
informs students of their privacy rights. Marge explained, “We had to put a statement in 
there that talked to the fact that they [the students] were releasing information, and only 
they can [authorize the] release of [their] information. Professors, teachers, teaching 
assistants, or whomever, cannot ask for more information than the student is willing to 
give.” Marge’s primary focus is student’s privacy, “It’s not the doctor’s signature so 
much, I mean, that needs to be there but we must have the student sign to be legal.” 
Marge works hard to bring consistency to the excuse writing practices at the SHS; 
however, infrequent inspection of the process by staff at the DOS office and lack of 
implementation coordination across the LPU results in a wide range of practices. She 
struggles with this, “Our physicians are very used to doing things by themselves so 
they’ll write out a note, I mean, on our letterhead, but they’ll write it out then don’t wait 
for anybody to formalize it and type it. Sometimes they’ll write the excuses on a 
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prescription pad.” There is little or no consequence for physicians who fail to follow the 
policy. 
Faculty exercises their own discretion when deciding to accept notes signed by 
the SHS providers; one faculty member “won't take anybody’s signature, won’t take 
anybody's anything. He calls me and asks me to say that the student was too ill to take 
the exam.” Most of the time “what faculty are looking for, they’re looking for 
verification you know, that it [the note] is real and all of that.” Even in the case of a 
student who becomes ill off campus or goes home to see a provider, 
Sometimes they’ll carry a note from their own doctor which then, to add insult to 
injury, the poor student has this [note] from their doctor at home and the professor 
says, ‘Okay,’ then make[s] them come here with that note and then we re-verify 
that. 
In these cases, SHS staff simply re-writes the excuse for the student. 
Students coming to Marge are, many times, anxious about the process and the 
consequences. Often she observes, “It seems that the students are very willing to 
surrender any information they can because they just, you know, just give me an excuse 
so that I can either retake it [the test] or do something else for extra credit.” This is, at 
times, directly linked to the consequences. 
So they come and they seek us out and there’s a worry, I mean, you figure that the 
way courses are structured, sometimes this may be the only time this [course] is 
offered in like a two year time because there are so many kids vying for those 
classes. 
Marge has a unique position in the organization at LPU. Although she is an 
integral part of the system and process, she is able to see all the disconnected parts of the 
system. In her position. Marge touches every component of this process. Although 
difficult, she is able to step back trom the daily routine and see the various approaches. 
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There is variability by unit and within units by individuals (subunits). Marge sees 
variability, complexity, and disconnection within the LPU system. 
Marge and her staff spend a great deal of time working with students, there is “a 
lot of education that you do with the kids, you know, just trying to make their way 
through the whole thing. They walk in the door and they’re like, ‘Okay, what do I do?” 
She and her staff help guide them through the process resulting in daily interactions with 
students. This guidance provides a unique view of the system’s impact on students. 
Marge said, “... just to watch this whole thing and how students learn to navigate, it’s an 
interesting process.” 
Summary 
In LPU’s organization, participants function independently and remain 
disconnected as they exert power. Each individual, in their respective role, may clearly 
view their own responsibility while having little or no knowledge of others in the process. 
Absent from the data were any indication that participants’ were aware of their impact on 
others. This was particularly evident from the data shard by the SHS Medical Director. 
While the Medical Director attempted to provide detailed information to assist faculty in 
knowing students’ degree of illness, he had no information indicating if his carefully 
worded notes had any impact (good or bad) on the faculty he was trying to inform. Many 
participants were unclear about the consequence of their action and the final impact on 
the student outcome. This distribution of power places a burden on students to learn how 
to behave and act in the context of a complex organization. College life is practice for 
life in the world of organizations. 
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The stories of the University Senate are an indication of the power of a system to 
remain unchanged. Through the committee process, discussion of the Policy engaged 
numerous people across the LPU system; however, the Policy remained unchanged. 
The findings reported in this chapter also suggest several possible unintended 
consequences for students. Seeing how the current system developed provides insight 
into students’ ability to influence the system. Students’ requests for a note and a DOS 
receptionist’s response initiated a series of actions that evolved into an entire system- 
wide disjointed process. Students learned to make the system work. The data indicate 
significant ambiguity and variability across the LPU’s system. Although there is a single 
policy, each professor may have a different practice related to absence and attendance. 
The data clearly showed that there are nearly as many rules as there are professors. 
Chapter five will present student descriptions of their experience with the 
Absence From Class Due to Illness Policy. 
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CHAPTER 5 
LPU - POLICY IMPLEMENATION AND STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCE 
In this chapter we see how six students learn to operate in a complex system by 
the stories told about their experience with the Absence from Class Due to Illness Policy, 
referred to as the Policy. Participants are presented individually throughout this chapter 
as they tell the stories of their diverse experiences with the Policy implementation. 
Pseudonyms have been used throughout. 
Participants were asked to discuss their experience dealing with being absent from 
class due to illness. The students described their own experiences related to illness and to 
class attendance in general. 
The findings reported in this chapter focus on policy implementation and the 
students’ experience in a loosely coupled system. Analysis of the data demonstrates the 
components of the organizational environment: lack of or slow coordination, 
decentralization, absence of regulation, delegation of discretion and absence of linkages. 
It appears, in this environment, there are unintended consequences for students’ 
learning. They learn skills related to: 1) handling ambiguity, 2) showing up, learning the 
rules, sharing their knowledge with other students and, 3) working the system. 
Student Participants 
Colleen 
Colleen, a junior at LPU, recently declared a major in Environmental 
Management and a minor in Native American Studies. She is excited about her field of 
study and committed to attending graduate school in a year or two. Colleen wants to 
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work in land management. She is in a major she loves and understands the importance of 
going to class. As she spoke about her classes her joy and enthusiasm was apparent. 
Colleen’s first “real” experience with the Policy was spring semester of her 
sophomore year. Returning to her apartment Friday before the start of spring semester, 
Colleen did not feel well but ignored the possibility she was sick. By Monday, the first 
day of class, she could no longer ignore the reality of her illness. Sick, and uncertain 
about what to do, she called her Mom. “I had like a really high fever, some sort of flu 
and I couldn’t, absolutely couldn’t go to class. I had to go home and I skipped an entire 
week. I just skipped the entire first week of classes.” Her Mom came to campus and 
brought her home. While Colleen was home, her mother called the DOS office. Colleen 
recalls, “I got an absence note, I guess from the doctor, faxed to all my teachers and so 
they were all aware that I was out, which I didn’t even know you could do but that was 
convenient.” Her professors e-mailed assignments and syllabi to her. She said: “I got all 
my work pretty much sent to me or they said like I could make it up or had a couple extra 
days when I got back, so that was good.” This is how she understands the DOS Dean’s 
role: 
I mean, the Dean notified them [faculty! that you were going to be out, they sent 
some sort of letter out. I guess they do that, like if you have to miss school, it’s 
easier than having to contact every professor individually. They just like look at 
your schedule and send it to all your professors. 
Although Colleen had skipped a lot of classes her first year at LPU, she was 
committed to changing that her sophomore year: “like I”m trying to get back on 
track...so I got really nervous about missing class which was why I didn’t like go home 
right away.” Colleen remained uncertain about the process although she received e- 
mailed assignments. Upon returning to campus, she wanted to ensure everything was ok: 
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because like it really wasn't my fault and so that was the first time I had gone to 
the infirmary here [on campus], but I went after [returning to campus] just to 
make sure that my note was all like, whatever, gone through the right process and 
it was fine. I mean, it worked out well and no one asked any questions or 
anything. 
Colleen used the official structure for her absence from class because, “I didn’t 
know any of my professors.” If this had happened later in the semester she would be less 
likely to use the process because, “Now especially, I know my professors, I mean, I could 
go to one and say I was sick. If you’re doing well in the class and you’re there most of 
the time, I feel like they would trust that.” 
Colleen knows students who use the SHS for medical excuses all the time. She 
reported, “I know people that will go to the infirmary if they have like a cold and, you 
know, will get a note written when they could have been in class.” This works for 
students because, as Colleen described, “faculty [members] don’t talk to the people over 
at the SHS.” Colleen explained she would not do that because, “I mean, that seems like, 
almost like, cheating.” For her it is about responsibility. Students learn there is little or 
no connection between academics and the SHS. This knowledge allows them to play the 
system successfully. 
There is variability and inconsistency in the way faculty deal with students’ 
absences from class at LPU. This makes the whole issue of what to do about missing 
class and exams difficult to understand. Colleen said, “they are all different...some 
professors are just kind of like not nice about it[missing class], but most I’ve had have 
tried...like they’re trying to be fair and try to help you out...if you approach them in like 
a good way.” Colleen offered her perception of the faculty: 
I feel like they get stuck, you know, they don’t know what to do, like they want to 
be considerate to everyone and take everyone into account and have students do 
83 
good, but at the same time, it’s not really fair[for those who attend class vs. those 
that don't], you know. 
Although professors are not allowed to grade based on attendance Colleen knows 
that happens. Colleen described how it works, “a lot of the teachers now...like they 
won't post the lectures online, so you have to go to class to get the notes, just like a way 
to get you to go.” Sometime you can work around it, “you can say ‘I missed a lecture,’ 
they’ll send you the notes, or if you ask them, if you say like ‘I didn’t get everything 
down,’ like they don't have a problem sending it to you, but they don’t just put them up 
so that (so that)...” Professors have the ultimate authority in class, “they’ll just say, after 
this many absences you fail the course, or they’ll give quizzes every week so you don’t 
have to go but if you don’t go you’ll miss the quiz and that’s one way to make you go.” 
For example, “I had a creative writing class...she [the professor] said you would fail the 
course if you missed more than three [classes].” Colleen knew attendance is a rule 
routinely applied in class, “I mean, they give you a couple of absences, like three or 
something, you know, but you pretty much go. I mean, the chances of you being so sick 
that you can’t go to class, I mean, that doesn’t really happen that often.” 
Colleen learned: 
that if you’re determined to go to class and you have it in your head that you’re 
going to go to your classes, then you can go pretty much 100% of the time unless 
you have, you know, and if you kind of don’t really care about it, then if you have 
a cold you make yourself think you have to stay in bed, but once you’re up and 
out, you can function in class. 
She and her friends learned the importance of going to class, “it’s more important, and 
like, we want to like have resumes, you know, and are kind of like seeing that...” 
Figuring out the system about class absences specifically and life in general 
became important to Colleen, “you just have to figure it out and now I realize that if you 
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go to your professor and talk to them after class, they appreciate that you're doing that 
and they'll know your name, and that’s the way to do it but I didn't know that.” 
Somewhere during her sophomore year she was no longer happy not knowing, “I was 
kind of like sick of not knowing what I was supposed to do and being unsure.” Changing 
this became important, “so I’d e-mail the professor and realized that if I asked specific 
questions [about policies and/or course material], then I could find out the information 
that I didn't know how to find out and I was... I was nervous [at first].” Colleen was 
delighted to find out how much her professors enjoyed students approaching them and 
the assistance she received. Direct contact with her professors helped her find a major 
that excites her and is providing a clear path to graduation. She reflected on her 
experience this way, “I feel like some stuff you just have to wait and figure out and you 
can. There's not anywhere to go specifically right away.” 
Colleen’s experience at LPU brought her in contact with several components of 
the complex system; lack of coordination, delegation of discretion, and infrequent 
inspection of activities. As a result of Colleen’s experiences and how her professors dealt 
with absence from class led her to the conclusion that it is important to figure out how the 
process really operates. She also described the power of faculty and the importance of 
establishing a good relationship with them. Colleen learned power may be held by 
several groups simultaneously as with the DOS and the SHS. Her relationship with 
fellow students provided insight into different parts of this dynamic process. It also 
describes that students learn the system in particular ways, informal learning is apparent 
throughout her experience. 
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Stephanie 
Stephanie grew up in a community about an hour away from LPU. Her high 
school was large with more than 2,000 students. She is a sophomore majoring in 
Marketing. Stephanie is involved in many campus activities and organizations including 
the student government. She is a student member of the Committee on Student Welfare, 
a subcommittee of the University Senate. Stephanie loves being at LPU and all the 
excitement the campus holds. When talking with Stephanie I had the sense things just 
seem to work for her. 
Stephanie explained she is often so busy with campus activities and events that it 
makes attending class difficult. She explained, “I was absent from class today but I 
didn’t have a note, but in the past, usually when there’s big papers or an exam coming up, 
I get a note from the infirmary that I was there [at the SHS].” She has had positive 
experiences with absences, as she says, “They’ve [professors] been accommodating. It’s 
not required, but it’s just better to have the note.” Stephanie gave an example: 
Last semester we had an in-class writing assignment. They thought I had mono 
so I was legitimately really sick so I went to the infirmary and got a note just to 
tell them that I'd been there, so I didn't feel as bad missing class and the professor 
understood and he let me redo the paper at a later date. 
Stephanie described how some professors distinguish between excused and unexcused 
absences , “If it’s an unexcused absence the grade goes down, but if it’s excused then 
they just ignore it [the absence].” Stephanie believes “some professors are stricter than 
others about attendance, it is just the professor’s personal beliefs and everything.” 
Although professors have authority to determine the rules governing their course. 
Excused and unexcused absence are defined by the faculty; it may be that the faculty member reviews the 
reason lor absence and excuses the student; another excused absence is if there is documentation from 
the DOS or the SHS. Unexcused absence is missing class with no official authorization. 
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Stephanie knows a note from the SHS sometimes puts pressure on the professor. She 
explained some students figure this out and use the system to their advantage. She 
recounted, “I had a friend last year who, whenever he forgot to do something for a class, 
would go and say he had some type of illness and get a note that said that he was at the 
infirmary and then...the professor would have to let him make up the work.” It appears 
that students may challenge professor’s power at times by using a SHS medical excuse. 
As a member of the University Senate, Stephanie is a student representative on 
the Student Welfare Committee. She described the process for policy change at LPU. 
The committee has been reviewing the use of attendance as part a student’s grade. 
“They're not positive yet, but they [faculty] want to try and make attendance part of the 
grade. They [professors] can say attendance is participation. I mean, there are ways 
around it and professors do find it, but they can’t mark you down.” From her 
perspective, “We’re [student leaders] actually meeting with the administration, just 
talking it over and negotiating and making compromises with what we want and what 
they want.” The student position is to leave the policy alone. Students argue that without 
an attendance policy explicitly allowing professors to take attendance it creates a more 
“mature” environment, “It teaches responsibility if we don’t have [to attend class]... if 
we’re not required to go to class and we show up anyway it’s telling them [faculty and 
administration] we students need a university.” 
Stephanie made the system work for her; knowing the system allowed her to 
obtain notes from the SHS when she missed an exam or a major assignment. The lack of 
coordination between units and the absence of linkages worked in her favor. Stephanie’s 
experience shows that while significant amounts of time may be spent on policy 
87 
development, the process related to the Policy is seldom inspected. Stephanie’s 
experience demonstrates how a student in this environment learns to adapt to and be 
comfortable with ambiguity. When she was unsure of the policy implementation 
variability among professors, she learned to have a note “just in case." Stories told about 
her friends reflect students’ ability to adapt to a variety of rules and learning to make the 
process work for themselves. Sharing stories is a mechanism used by students to learn 
the system. Her stories about the University Senate help describe how a complex system 
works maintaining itself by remaining unchanged. 
Jasmine 
Jasmine is a graduating senior majoring in Communications. She plans to enter 
the New York Teaching Fellows program immediately after graduation. Her goal is to 
teach middle school special education. Her high school graduating class was small with 
only about 60 people. LPU’s large size appealed to Jasmine. She said: 
It [the large size] was something that I liked because it was, you know, everyone 
didn’t know you and they couldn’t judge you, or they didn’t know your business 
or they didn’t hear this and that about you, but you know, it was like starting over 
completely, so I liked it. 
Jasmine’s roles at LPU include student, Residence Hall Assistant (RA) and 
student employee working at the LPU DOS Office. She met with me in an available 
office within the DOS suite. Given her role as a student receptionist, she has “insider 
knowledge” as well as a student perspective about the Policy. As an RA she feels 
responsible for helping students “learn the system,” especially first year students. She 
explains, “They [first year students] cling to us...You can tell them what to do, they’ll 
listen to you because you are the higher authority figure to them and like you’re their role 
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model. They're in contact with us more than anyone else [on campus].” These 
perspectives shape her experience with the Policy. 
On several occasions Jasmine missed classes. One time “I did have to miss 
class... and they [SHS] provided...documentation to provide to my professors who were 
very understanding.” She described the process: 
Basically what the Health Services Center does is, they give you the 
documentation and they basically...it's a standard form that they put, basically 
they keep your illness confidential but they say, you know, there’s a note on it, if 
there’s any questions or concerns that the professor can always contact them and 
they’ll handle it from there. It’s basically proof to show the professors that, no I 
wasn’t just in my room doing nothing, I was actually very sick and please 
understand why I missed the exam or I missed class or I missed the notes. So 
they’re very helpful in that aspect, you know. 
The process does not always work smoothly as Jasmine explained: 
Like a lot of times they [professors] think the DOS Office is supposed to notify 
them that the student is ill.. .like usually our office will just talk to the professor 
and say, you know, the student was at Health Services. They have documentation 
that should be sufficient, so please accept that. 
In her experience, because professors are disconnected from other units such as the SHS 
and DOS office they are unsure about what information to trust, “...sometimes they’re 
upset and sometimes they don’t know whether or not to believe the students because in 
an institution that is this large, excuses come all of the time.” The staff in the DOS 
office, while not actually verifying the severity of illness or reason for an excuse, will 
reassure faculty by confirming the student does indeed have documentation: 
You know, it’s understandable that they don't know whether or not to trust the 
student, to believe them, so basically what we do is say, you know, if they have 
the documentation from a physician or from Health Services or something like 
that, you know, please be understanding and allow them to make up the work. 
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Students in this situation often seek assistance from the DOS office. According to 
Jasmine, “They’ll [the student] meet with one of the assistant deans or, you know, one of 
our secretaries [who] will send out an e-mail to a professor.” 
Jasmine has personally experienced missing a final exam. Through her work in 
the DOS Office she has shared the experiences of other students missing final exams. At 
LPU there are systems within systems. Jasmine explains the DOS office has delegated 
discretion to the SHS staff for some final exam excuses. She shared a personal example, 
Um, well, final exams I did miss one due to illness. I had an exam on that 
Monday and I had went home the weekend prior and got sick. So, what I had to 
do was come through our office and get an excuse from that exam and basically I 
just made it up with the professor. So our office does handle illnesses with final 
exams outside of the Health Services. Since I was home and went to the 
Emergency Room at home, this office, the Dean of Students Office, went and 
excused me through my medical documentation. 
Had she been on campus the process would have been very different, “Like if I was to be 
sick on campus, I would have went through Health Services and they would have given 
me an excuse for the final.” 
Faculty are often unclear about when to refer a student to the DOS Office. 
Jasmine said: 
I know a lot of times when they [faculty]...tell the students to contact the DOS 
Office for a missed final exam, they take it as all exams, like they completely 
disregard the word final and they’ll apply it to all exams. 
The result is “they’ll send a student here for even a mid-term.” The DOS staff responds 
by “telling the professors it’s up to you, it’s your total discretion whether or not you want 
to allow the student to make it up.” 
Jasmine described the pressure students feel when arriving at the DOS: 
...a lot ol people panic because a lot of people who are dedicated to their studies, 
they panic because they’re nervous. “I don’t want to miss class and I don’t want 
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my professor to be mad at me and I don't want to not get a good grade because I 
missed class and I don't want him to think that I don't like his class or don’t think 
that I don't do the work or stuff like that.” 
The DOS staff works with students to reassure them and assist them with the process, 
“what we have to do is reassure them that it's a common thing, you’re okay to get sick, 
it's fine, and what you need to do is this, this, and this and basically it’s fine. They’ll 
calm down eventually.” 
If the issue arises of a professor not accepting a note from the DOS or the SHS 
there is a mechanism for it to be reconsidered. Jasmine outlined the authority for 
reconsideration “[it] actually goes to the department head, so if it was a finance professor, 
the finance department head, it would go to that person, and if there was a problem with 
that, it would go to the [Dean of the] School of Business.” Only if the issue remains 
unresolved does it revert to the DOS: “So basically they handle it through departments 
first and then it comes to us as like the final decision maker.” 
Although attendance is not directly calculated in the grade, Jasmine said it is 
common for professors to have rules about attendance, she explained: 
I’ve experienced where we’ve had two free days where you can just not be 
penalized, but that’s usually when they do take attendance and that is a part of 
your participation. But I’ve never come across a professor who said that you can 
miss an exam. All exams are usually mandatory because it’s kind of hard to have 
them create make up exams for everyone who needs to make up an exam, so it’s 
easier on their part with so many students to have, you know, that rule set in 
stone, like you cannot miss an exam. 
Yet, professors also leave it open saying, “However, if you do, please contact me because 
it would have to be extreme circumstances.” 
The system overall “I think it’s pretty effective. I think that the students and 
faculty both benefit from it.” Jasmine’s observed: 
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...even outside physicians are always ready to provide the documentation needed 
and the professors are most of the time willing to help...work with the students 
because they don't want to have a reputation that they don’t understand, they’re 
not understanding and stuff like that, so they do work with students.” 
She added, the system works if you have the documentation, “If [the student] can’t 
provide the documentation, there’s nothing you can do.” 
Jasmine’s experience with the absence policy at LPU demonstrates the 
complexity and variability surrounding this single policy. Professors have their own 
rules about absences, each different. She also tells how uncertain many people are about 
the Policy and how the Policy operates. She tells us that students learn documentation is 
a critical component to success. Her stories tell us about how students learn about the 
system. They listen carefully to their peers and to the students in official roles such as 
RAs. In this system, students learn the complexity and the mechanisms for success 
through a multifaceted system of communications and networks, which may not directly 
reflect their own experience or the policy itself. 
Students learn how to make the system work through various strategies. Students 
also seek out resources assisting them in figuring out the process. This may be the DOS 
staff, the SHS, or a professor. 
Students learn from other students, for example the RAs share their information 
and knowledge. Informal organizations help students understand how to function in the 
formal organization. 
Brian 
Brian, a junior at LPU, started in the Molecular Cell Biology program and quickly 
transferred his major to Spanish with French and English minors. Brian grew up in a 
waterfront town where the population triples in the summer. He attended a public high 
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school of approximately four hundred fifty students with a graduating class of a little over 
one hundred. Brian selected LPU for college because he wanted the experience of a big 
school “just so I could escape.” Brian plans to work for several years after graduation 
and return to LPU to complete a Ph.D. Brian has a work-study job at the campus library 
where he reserved a quiet room to meet. 
Brian has, as he put it “...missed my share of classes. With and without 
excuzzels'.” He shared several stories about missing class. Sometimes he has to write in 
big letters on his calendar “GO TO CLASS.” Knowing that quizzes are important he, 
tries not to “skip on quiz days.” Brian knows there is a University policy prohibiting 
faculty from reducing a student’s grade based on attendance. He also acknowledges 
faculty “have their ways,” and wrap attendance into participation and “still take 
attendance.” He also spoke about classes with the “three strike rule - three absences and 
you get a grade off.” For Brian, the “worst” was fall semester of his junior year during 
finals. He recounted: 
Um, I was at a banquet the night before, I started feeling ill and I thought it was a 
hang-over. So I'm thinking it is just a really bad hangover, and well just didn’t go 
to the infirmary. I thought it was going to go away and then like I was sleeping 
all the time and felt awful. I woke up like ten minutes before one of my exams, 
went just filled in whatever dots I wanted to and left. 
His final schedule that week was, “...one final on Monday, two on Thursday, and one on 
Friday and I went to the infirmary on Wednesday.” While at the SHS “they did the throat 
culture and all that stuff, so when the APRN [Advance Practice Registered Nurse, NP] 
looked at my throat she was like, ‘oh my God.’ It turned out it was really strep C.” 
3 excuzzels” was a term Brian used for excuses, he explained they were like the mythical Woozels from the 
children’s fiction books Winnie the Pooh. 
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Brian explained what happened: “So they sent excuzzels out to all of my 
professors.” With an excuse from the SHS Brian said, “they [the university] allow until 
the third week of class to make up finals [from the previous semester]." Only one 
professor said anything, “My Spanish professor tried...he said, oh do you think you will 
feel better by Saturday, to come take it then.” Brian responded, “No, no, no, I’m going 
home.” 
Brian, although no stranger to missing class, was unsure of the absence policy at 
LPU. He said: “Urn, I didn’t even know there was excuses to get out of class, I didn’t 
even know that you went to get a doctors note.” But this time he knew it was different, 
the stakes were higher, “Well because it was finals and I wanted to make sure I wasn’t 
going to get F’s for all my classes for missing the finals, so I told my professors and said, 
I am really sick what do I do?” His professors said, “Go to the Dean of Students.” He 
went to the DOS. He asked, “What do I do?” They said, “Don’t come to us, go to the 
infirmary.” He said, “Ok.” Brian explained this all happened after his appointment at 
the SHS. He simply e-mailed his provider and asked for an excuse. The APRN replied it 
would be done the next day. Brian’s comment about the process was, “It worked, it was 
easy enough. I went to the infirmary and found out that they are the ones that excuse me 
for being sick...ok and then I sent e-mail and it was done.” 
Delegation of discretion and decentralization framed the context in which Brian 
attempted to access the absence policy. He experienced decentralization by having to 
deal with the various oftices in the process and learned how the system worked. He also 
experienced the less formal aspects of this system in the arrangement he made with one 
of his professors. Given their established relationship, the professor gave him several 
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semesters to complete the work for the course. Brian helps us see that while there is 
space for a light-hearted approach to attending class, when the stakes were high (his 
missing a final exam) it became very serious and learning how the system worked 
became very important. At that point he became intent on knowing the correct process. 
His experience also shows the importance of learning the system and the importance of 
relationships. As part of his education, he became comfortable with the ambiguity of the 
system and the various processes. 
Scott 
Scott is a senior majoring in Economics and Mathematics. Scott grew up in a 
town about 40 minutes from LPU. He has a clear strategy for attending graduate school 
immediately after graduation; financial mathematics is his preferred program but he will 
start in economics if necessary. Scott’s goal is to work as a financial and market analyst. 
Scott attended a small private preparatory high school. He selected LPU over private 
institutions (including several Ivy League), because of the excellence of the Biomedical 
Engineering program. He transferred out of engineering his first year when he found he 
did not like the heavy emphasis on science. 
Scott’s has a chronic medical condition requiring periodic absence from class for 
treatment and occasionally for surgery. His condition is non-life threatening and 
intermittent in nature (one to four times per semester). When it is present he starts 
medication and requires several days to recover. As he describes it, “a lot of times it 
keeps me from getting, you know, academic work completed on time and exams and stuff 
like that.” Prom Scott’s perspective (having dealt with his condition since he was in the 
eighth grade), “it hasn’t been a huge problem, but it has been just like a little thorn over 
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the years.” Because of his medical condition he has experienced the complexity of the 
Policy at LPU. 
As a senior economics major, Scott finds most of his faculty understanding about 
his absences, “a lot of them don't even require a note, a lot of them just say ‘ok,’ it is not 
a big deal.” Scott’s experience with the math department was quite challenging. He 
explained that in math, if you miss an exam: 
...you have to get a signed doctors’ note explaining, not your particular illness, 
but the fact that you were too ill to take the exam that day and that there was no 
way you could do it and specifying how long you will need to recover to take the 
exam and you have to hand that to the undergraduate coordinator who is a 
real...is a nice guy, a very nice guy, he is just kind of tough with the rules. 
Scott understands, “it is the Policy and he is going to stick to it... So no matter what the 
situation is they always require that Policy. So that is a little tougher.” While other 
departments are less strict than Math department, “Like you can’t, it’s not just informal, 
you know ‘I am not feeling well today I just can’t come in,’ it’s more like a process. You 
have to get the note it has to be approved by them.” 
Scott’ first absence from class experience with the math department came in his 
sophomore year. He described: 
I brought him [undergrad coordinator] a note and it wasn’t good enough so I had 
to go back here [SHS] see Marge, have her write another note and there was one 
point where he [undergrad coordinator] wanted to call the infirmary to get 
information on why I was out. So, they are a little more invasive than others. 
Although Scott finds this practice time consuming and “a waste of my time,” he knows 
“...it all turns out well, but they just, um I think they look at it more that it is the policy 
and they are just sticking to it.” 
The summer prior to his senior year, Scott had another situation with a faculty 
member in the math department. He enrolled in a math course and became ill during the 
96 
semester missing “a lot of the class.” Ultimately he missed the mid-term and final 
examinations. Scott found the professor to be unfair and extremely harsh in the way he 
handled the case. Scott believed the professor included quiz grades of zero, graded his 
exams lower and did not apply the same curve used for the rest of the class. The result 
was Scott calculated his grade as a B+/A- and the professor calculating it as a C-. 
Scott saw the professor had the power in this case. Scott knew, “If I didn’t fight 
for it and stand up for myself and say hey this is what happened to me and like hey 
you're causing me problems I would have gotten a C- instead of an A-.” He was 
frustrated because “it seemed like no matter what excuses I gave, no matter whose 
permission I had for this - be it the doctor, the ENT, the DOS, the department head, 
Marge. It was just.. .it seemed like he was very not willing to budge.” 
The course Scott missed and needed time to make-up was, “...a class that was 
vital to my applying to graduate school.” Scott said the experience was hard, “for him 
[the professor] to do that, really put a lot of stress on me in addition to the five other 
classes I am taking this semester.” When he did take the exam, again he felt the 
professor was unduly harsh in grading. Scott’s issue with the professor was, 
he only saw his point of view -1 have a student that took a class who didn’t show 
up, didn’t take the mid-term, didn't take the final, didn’t take care of quizzes and 
now he wants a grace period to take the final for a grade. 
Seeing his grade Scott knew something had to be done to fix the situation. He 
used his knowledge of the system to make that happen. Initially he went to Marge who 
wrote an excuse for him. He then went to the Dean of Students who called and “tried to 
intervene.” After those attempts failed, he sought assistance with the department chair. 
While everyone he encountered was sympathetic and understanding, Scott observed: 
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...nobody can tell him [professor] what to do. He [the professor] has the final 
say. So he can be influenced and you can persuade him but, um, you can’t say 
you gotta do it this way. So there is only so much that can be done, so when you 
get a professor like that it is very hard to make them budge. 
Ultimately the situation was resolved. Scott’s grade for the course was not changed but 
an accommodation was made that allowed Scott to proceed with confidence that his 
application to graduate school would not be compromised. 
Through his experience Scott became very familiar with the key people involved 
with the absence policy. Making the system work meant he found and understood 
different aspects of power and with whom it resided. By being knowledgeable about the 
complexity of the system and the many players involved, he was able to engage a number 
of people to assist him in achieving his goal. He learned that when a person has full 
power (faculty) for decision-making the only effective strategy is to use the influence of 
others. Scott’s experience shows the complexity a student can learn to navigate in order 
to achieve his goals. 
Beverly 
Beverly is an international student on exchange from Montreal, Canada. She is 
the last in her family to leave Montreal. Unlike her brother who was sent to a French 
Immersion school, Beverly described herself completely Anglophone, a minority in 
Montreal. Beverly is in her mid-twenties and has a two-year art degree. She worked for 
six months as a graphic artist before deciding to return to college. She continues to work 
part-time. While in Canada she attended a private university. Her academic goals 
include completing her bachelors degree and attending graduate school. Beverly would 
like to teach at a community college or university someday. 
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Beverly planned to attend LPU at the main campus for one year; however, after 
being there for a short time, she realized she did not like the ruralness of the campus. At 
the end of her first semester, Beverly transferred to a small urban campus within the LPU 
system. 
Beverly became ill shortly after arriving at LPU. She remained ill throughout 
most of the semester. Her experience with the Policy put her in contact with the key 
offices and people that operate the policy. 
Throughout the semester Beverly saw a doctor at the SHS. Occasionally she 
would obtain a note for missed classes. She said, “I am not the type to miss class, I am 
one of those students who is always there and gets the [lecture/class] notes. Like, you 
know, this whole experience was new to me. I had never gone through this before.” 
When finals week approached her health worsened, she continued to see her doctor at the 
SHS. Her doctor told her she must rest. Beverly replied, “How am I supposed to rest 
when I have five classes and working and exams?” Although her doctor did not give her 
an excuse from exams it was based on her doctor’s recommendation that Beverly ask to 
be excused from one of her finals. 
Beverly found the system confusing, disconnected and unclear. Initially, she 
approached one of the three professors who co-instructed her course. She explained she 
was ill and worried about taking the final exam: “I know if I do this exam I am going to 
do really poorly because I am not well enough to study for it, I am very tired at night.” 
The response from the professor left Beverly feeling uncertain, “she sort of was pushing 
me a bit to take the exam because it seemed they frowned on excusing people from 
exams. It seemed like it was a bit of a big deal.” She described how she held her ground. 
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it is like my GPA is important to me. I'm graduating and I didn’t want to risk all 
that. So, when I went to [Professor] Nelson I was like...I stuck to my guns. Like 
no, I am not doing it [the final exam]. 
One of the professors whom Beverly “was sort of close with,” stepped in and supported 
her request. The professors instructed Beverly to “go right away to the Dean’s office and 
you have to fill out a form saying that you are sick but you have to give them your 
doctor's note.” Confused and concerned that she did not have a physicians note she went 
to the DOS office. At the DOS office, “I spoke with somebody there who ended up 
giving me the wrong information, telling me...what I had to do and what the professor 
had to do.” Beverly did not see one of the deans rather “it was the woman at the front 
desk. I didn't...I was confused. I just didn’t understand the process, because my 
professor was telling me one thing, she was telling me a different thing.” Beverly then 
“...emailed back [to] my professor and said this is what I did.” Shortly after this “one of 
the professors emailed me back and she is like [wrote] no you have to do bang, bang, 
bang.” Beverly continued to work the process, “So it was basically...overall in the end 
the next day I got my certificate, I brought it to my professor, and they put an X for the 
exam and I ended up just doing the make-up exam [3months after the final was originally 
scheduled].” 
Beverly was successful executing the LPU process; it was something she had not 
experienced in her previous academic career. She found the system filled with ambiguity 
and uncertainty. Although each person she encountered appeared to understand the 
system and provided clear directions, each gave different instructions regarding the 
process. She learned to make the system work for her. In her experience, although her 
professors appeared to have power to grant an excused absence from final exams she 
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discovered this power was delegated to the DOS staff and ultimately the SHS. Beverly 
also experienced the impact of having a good relationship with a faculty member that 
could step in and advocate on her behalf. Surprising to Beverly was the number of 
people and offices involved in the process and how disconnected they were. No one 
person could tell her clearly how the system worked or the exact process. In spite of this, 
she successfully navigated the system to a successful resolution. 
Summary 
Analysis of the interviews with students indicates unintended consequences for 
students. Observed unintended consequences cluster into three themes: 1) handling 
ambiguity, 2) learning the system and 3) making the system work - working the system 
and or playing the system. 
Students spoke about the divergence of the attendance policy and the reality of the 
process in ways that indicated their comfort with ambiguity. Some professors implement 
rules about both absence and class attendance that may be contrary to the LPU attendance 
policy, a practice confirmed in interviews with faculty and deans. Students described the 
LPU policy not allowing faculty to grade based on attendance; yet the same students also 
described, in detail, faculty’s use of attendance in grading. Some students even created 
stories (myths) about why the grade-based attendance practice was necessary for a 
particular class. The students described the variability among professors when dealing 
with absence due to illness. Students learned to handle ambiguity and the complexity of 
a loosely coupled system. 
Student learning about the complex system at LPU came from a variety of 
sources. Several of the students shared stories about seeking information from faculty 
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and staff. Other students spoke about hearing or learning things from other students. 
Students imparting information to other students took several forms roommates, friends, 
or student employees such as RAs. One student described the power of the RA position, 
especially to first year students. Students develop a variety of learning strategies in the 
complex organization of a loosely coupled system. 
The third theme, making the system work, for some students meant learning to 
play the system with notes from the appropriate source (just in case), for others it meant 
working with all the offices involved in the process to influence the decision of a single 
faculty member. Whatever the strategy, each student interviewed learned how to work in 
and with the system. 
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CHAPTER 6 
CONCLUSIONS 
This chapter provides a summary of the phenomenological case study, exploring 
unintended consequences of a single policy implemented at a large public university. 
Phenomenological studies are effective for discovery, exploring a new area (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994). Entering a phenomenological study the researcher does not know 
findings. This is a suggestive study and the results cannot be proven. The significance 
and implications for understanding students’ experiences will be discussed along with 
recommendations for future research. 
Summary of Findings 
The purpose of this research was to increase understanding about the unintended 
consequences for student learning about life in complex organizations as a result of 
attending a large public university. Investigation of a single policy provided the lens to 
view the organization and its possible impact on students. Taking a phenomenological 
approach to research design, this study focused on interviewing and documenting stories 
related to the Policy at a large public university. Student and university staff impacted by 
the Policy revealed what students learn about life in a complex organization. 
Complex organizations fill our world. Since the early 1800’s the U.S. economy 
has shifted from an agricultural base to manufacturing to the current technical/service 
base in a global market (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). Today large complex organizations 
are the workplace millions of students will enter. The educational system is a powerful 
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socializing agent of students preparing them for their place in the workforce. Could it be 
that universities prepare students in a particular way for life in complex organizations? 
Simply attending the university is an important component in students’ 
socialization to the workforce. Being part of the university's complex organization 
teaches students navigating skills (that few other places do). Students learn navigational 
skills in a natural way no academic course is specifically designed to teach life in a 
complex organization. Student socialization begins at an early age and continues through 
college preparing students for the work world. Bowles and Gintis’ (2002) reformulation 
of their “correspondence principle” clarifies that the U.S. education system influences the 
organizational environment students are exposed to and that the rewards/sanctions are an 
important part of the socialization process. Bowles and Gintis (2002) model makes clear 
that students are active participants, not simply passive recipients in this socialization 
process. Schools affect student’s academic and non-cognitive learning (Hallinan, 2005, 
Bowles & Gintis, 2002, 1976). Non-cognitive learning may be revealed through 
understanding student’s navigating LPU’s Policy process. 
Unintended Consequences 
Although unintended consequences are difficult to prove, analysis of the 
information obtained from interviews yielded three themes related to the unintended 
consequences to student’s learning from being in the large public university environment, 
they are: 1) learning the system, 2) making the system work, and 3) handling ambiguity. 
Unintended consequences are learned by residing in the university setting. No formal 
courses exist for these student lessons they are simply learned by being at the university. 
Students somehow absorb these lessons as a result of their interactions and experiences 
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during their undergraduate years. They become comfortable in complex organizations. 
These situational lessons cannot really be formally “taught,” but are crucial to success in 
the complex world students enter when they leave the university. These experiences 
perhaps constitute the “hidden curriculum” Bowles and Gintis (1976) describe. 
Learning the System 
The characteristics of the learning the system theme included stories told 
revealing attentive students acquiring knowledge of the Policy process. While many of 
the students interviewed gave the impression that knowing the system was common 
knowledge as well as information they always knew, upon closer inspection it was 
apparent this was not necessarily the case. 
Students described contacting various offices and people within the system to 
learn the Policy process. Some students contacted the SHS or their provider while others 
contacted the DOS staff and others contacted their faculty. These efforts involved face- 
to-face interactions, phone calls, letters and e-mails. The administrative deans from the 
DOS Office described the considerable time spent telling students about the Policy and 
explaining application of Policy regarding final exams and mid-term exams. One dean 
described this as helping students learn to advocate for themselves. The medical 
providers and staff at the SHS described explaining their perception of the Policy process 
to students. Faculty also told students about the process through a course syllabus and 
through their individual implementation of the Policy. One faculty member described 
making the “rules” clear and establishing the boundaries from the beginning of semester. 
In several cases students were told (or heard) directions that differed from the actual 
process they successfully used to obtain an excuse. No two stories were identical each 
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had different processes, understandings, and paths. Yet, all students described 
negotiating the system successfully. 
At some point, all the students interviewed realized that learning the system 
mattered. Students reported their realization that knowing how to operate the Policy 
process became important. For each, it came at a different time and perhaps in a different 
way. Often as the intended consequences increased in importance, the perceived need to 
know the process increased correspondingly. As one student began planning for graduate 
school, his grade from a mathematics course became crucial. After missing both the mid¬ 
term and final exams learning the Policy process became crucial for him. For several 
students missing final exams and the possibility of a failing grade was the intended 
consequence that made learning the system significant. These students became aware of 
how a missed exam would affect their overall grade point average. Another student 
described reaching the point that “just figuring it out” became important. Each student 
talked about “figuring it out” as part of their story. It was interesting and curious, the 
paradox of the students’ struggles to learn the system and their seeming comfort as if they 
had always known the process. 
Students employed various strategies for gaining knowledge of the Policy 
process; a frequently cited knowledge acquisition strategy was sharing information with 
fellow students. Students making sense of school utilize peer relationships, through the 
student’s network of friends, and acquaintances (Bidwell, 2005). One student who 
worked as an RA described sharing information with students on her residence hall floor. 
Assisting them, she explained documentation was necessary for an excused absence. For 
this RA, obtaining a note was the place to start. Student study participants many times 
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discussed sharing information through informal student networks. A recurring student 
story revealed faulty accommodation/understanding; however, students also shared 
stories about faculty who were not accommodating/understanding. Stories of the 
“tough" faculty responses (i.e. not accommodating) created urgency for the student to 
figure out the system. Roommates shared information and close friends offered advice. 
Stories told about friends or friends of friends indicated how information passed through 
the student communication network. Bowles and Gintis (2002) report that employer’s 
hold communications as the second most important employee skill. Each student 
developed strategies for communicating and learning the system. 
Making the System Work 
Making the system work is another theme observed from the data. The theme 
making the system work includes two subsets working the system and playing the system. 
Many student participants described their perceived need for notification of their current 
faculty. One dean explained that the established notification process, located in the 
Certification Office, was not meeting students’ needs. Many of the students interviewed 
felt strongly they wanted their faculty to know they were not simply skipping class. It 
was important to students that their faculty knew they were really sick. Interviews with 
faculty indicated documentation for all absences was neither necessary nor desirable. 
The students believed the Policy process documented by the LPU’s formal written policy 
did not supply timely enough information to the student’s professors. By locating a staff 
person in another office (DOS) who responded to a request in a manner that met the 
student’s perceived need an entire process outside the formal written process developed. 
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This notification process evolved and became institutionalized; even expanding to the 
point of becoming the primary role of an undergraduate administrative associate dean. 
Working the System 
Working the system is another aspect of the theme making the system work. 
Working the system defined here as learning the system and executing various steps to 
obtain desired outcomes emerged in various forms throughout the interviews. While high 
school provides a normative culture for student socialization (Hallinan, 2005), higher 
levels of education (four-year colleges) may encourage different social relationships and 
independent activities (Bowles and Gintis, 1976). One student participant pursued a 
process of letter writing and advocacy encompassing a department chair, the SHS staff, 
the SHS physicians, and staff from the DOS Office. This student’s goal was to change a 
professor’s decision regarding a course grade. Another student’s process involved the 
student/teacher relationship. This student contacted the faculty member, she knew, 
asking permission to miss a final. The faculty member was contacted after it appeared 
the co-instructors were hesitant to grant approval. Several students shared the belief that 
knowing the faculty member made a difference in the Policy process outcome. Other 
students said, if you approach faculty in a good way they try to be fair. One student 
found this positive approach led to a positive outcome. By bringing absence information 
to the department coordinator before the absence and talking about her horse show 
competition, she received permission to miss a final exam. For others students the 
Policy process as applied simply meant following the rules each faculty member defined. 
Students interviewed shared examples of playing the system, a subset of working 
the system. They spoke of classmates and/or friends getting medical notes when they 
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were unprepared to take a test or turn in a paper. One student interviewed explained her 
practice of having a note “just in case.” As she described notes are not required but it is 
better to have one “just in case.” Some students learn how to play faculty in a particular 
way. One student received an approved absence outside the formal written Policy 
process from one faculty member. She then took that permission to her other faculty 
members hoping those faculty members would agree to break the rules and allow her to 
take her finals early. In another story, a band student sought permission to miss a final 
because he was playing at graduation. When the Dean learned the band student’s final 
was three days before graduation she denied the request. 
Interviews with the SHS staff also revealed using medical excuses to play the 
system. When academics went poorly for students, students may request a note from the 
SHS staff. A SHS physician described reviewing a student’s medical record who did not 
have an illness that would prevent them from attending class and/or doing the assigned 
work; yet, the SHS staff provided the student with an absence note. 
Handling Ambiguity and Uncertainty 
Handling ambiguity and uncertainty a third theme observed from the data related 
to the student comfort with uncertainty and ambiguity. Making sense of a complex 
environment requires a certain degree of comfort with ambiguity (Weick, 1976). There 
were several student stories of comfort with ambiguity and uncertainty. Deans described 
the Policy process applied inconsistently among faculty members. The Undergraduate 
Dean stated, “Five different faculty, five different rules.” The students interviewed 
talked about the differences among faculty and appeared comfortable with the variation 
from class to class. Student participants adapted to each professor's absence from class 
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process. Universities tend to foster an open atmosphere that emphasizes the internalizing 
of the organizational norms rather than simply adherence to rules (Bowles and Gintis, 
1976). LPU faculty members and staff function autonomously while connected. 
Autonomy while connected defines the university as a loosely coupled complex 
organization. It seemed student participants gained confidence in themselves as they 
figured out the varying rules professors designed for their respective courses. Although 
the SHS leadership attempted to bring consistency to the process of issuing notes to 
students, interviews with physicians indicated, “Each clinician does it in maybe a little 
different way.” The students interviewed said they had to check with several people at 
the SHS before they knew how the system worked. One student received dissimilar 
information at several points in the process and continued to check and re-check with 
various staff to ensure the process worked for her. 
The student discussions related to the attendance policy consistently showed 
another aspect of comfort with ambiguity. Many interviewees spoke of LPU’s 
Attendance Policy specifically forbidding professors from using attendance in grading; 
however, faculty, deans, and students described attendance was routinely used in 
calculating grades throughout LPU. In spite of the Attendance Policy (rule) students 
accepted and articulated the formula used by faculty to calculate attendance into the 
course grade. Students spoke about faculty member’s working around the policy by 
using participation as a stand-in for attendance. Faculty voiced discomfort about utilizing 
participation to reflect attendance. Faulty describe participation different from attendance 
and struggle with the LPU policy. When the Attendance Policy and practice differed the 
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students appeared comfortable with whatever practice faculty members outlined. 
Students learned the norms of the organization related to grade calculation. 
Students employed several strategies to learn the system.4 Learning frequently 
occurred through informal student network information sharing. The informal student 
network included student staff such as RAs, friends talking to friends, and roommates 
sharing experiences and stories told to them. Students also reported contacting offices 
(DOS and the SHS) for assistance. Through a variety of modes students learned how to 
operate the Policy process in a complex system. 
Everyone interviewed comfortably discussed the variability and ambiguity that 
existed in the Policy process system. Interviewees discussed variation among faculty 
members and a variety of situations as part of the process; commonly needing to be 
worked through. All student participants were comfortable that the Policy process 
system could be figured out. 
In all the interviews there was some story telling related to sense making. The 
students told stories explaining why faculty made the rules they did. The DOS staff told 
stories about their perspective and sense-making regarding the faculty and students. The 
SHS staff had stories justifying individual faculty variation. The stories may or may not 
be true, but assisted participants with creating connections between the Policy and 
process. 
This study sought to identify unintended consequences of learning about life in 
complex organizations for students attending a large public university. A single policy 
and its implementation allowed us to see the complexity of the organization and aspects 
4 None of the students interviewed identified a formal mechanism for learning the policy - reading the 
policy or looking the policy up, although administrators, staff and faculty spent considerable time 
discussing the policy and the University Senate Subcommittee that oversee the policy. 
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of the student socialization process. Those interviewed described students learning the 
system by being part of the organizational environment. The participants interviewed 
talked about learning the system, making the system work, and the ability to handle 
ambiguity and uncertainty. For each student participant learning came at a different time 
in their academic career and for different reasons. For each student participant an event 
or consequence made learning the system important. Acquiring this new skill required 
student focus, energy and practice. Once students learned the Policy process they spoke 
about it as if they had always known it. 
Significance and Implications 
This study is suggestive in its attempt to further the understanding of the impact 
attending a university has on students. Interpretation and the resulting understanding of 
study findings may vary by perspective. 
The implementation of a single policy provided a view of the university’s 
organization and process. The Absence from Class Due to Illness policy (the Policy) 
managed by administrative deans, academic deans, faculty, and health service medical 
staff offered insight about the workings of LPU’s complex organization and the impact 
on students. The stories of faculty, administrative deans, and the SHS staff described the 
Policy process throughout LPU’s complex organization. The University’s ambiguity and 
variability related to the Policy process was revealed. In this environment students 
learned about navigating a complex organization. Through the stories of six students, I 
observed their experience applying the Policy within LPU’s complex organization. 
One study goal was understanding unintended consequences to student’s learning 
through experiences in a complex organization. Looking at organizational models and 
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traditional measures of student outcomes may blind us to the socialized non-cognitive 
skills students acquire at a university. The model most resembling the complex 
organization of the large public university is loose coupling developed by Weick (1976), 
applied to universities by (Bidwell, 2005; Orton & Weick, 1990; Birnbaum, 1988), and 
offering a dialectical approach (Bidwell, 2005; Orton & Weick, 1990; Birnbaum, 1988). 
Loose coupling originally applied to educational organizations is useful in understanding 
other work environments. Orton and Weick’s (1990) review of 300 studies utilizing the 
concept of loose coupling looked at a variety of businesses and organizations from film 
production to multinational corporations. 
Students leaving the university enter a world filled with complex organizations, 
which dominate our culture. Fortune 500 companies employ more than 10% of the U.S. 
workforce approximately 22 million people. These companies account for nearly 47% of 
the nation’s profits. The list of Fortune 500 companies is changing reflecting new 
technologies, emerging markets and a more global economy (Stein, 2000). Mergers and 
acquisitions are occurring at a record breaking pace (Economist, 2007). Companies are 
evolving into ever larger and more complex organizations. Employers continue showing 
their preference for hiring college graduates. Bowles and Gintis (2002) help us see that 
cognitive skills account for only part of the necessary skills to be successful in the 
workplace. Employees’ non-cognitive skills...far out weighed the...technical skill as 
important factors to success (Bowles and Gintis, 2002). When asked, employer’s rank 
non-cognitive skills as more important than technical skill for non-supervisory employees 
(Bowles and Gintis, 2002). It appears reasonable to think this trend will continue into the 
future. 
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This study discusses one perspective on how students attending college may be 
socialized to enter the workforce. Hallinan (2005) acknowledges the importance of 
school socialization in high school “...along with family [school] is a primary socializing 
agent of children. Schools are being asked to reexamine the effectiveness of their efforts 
to train student to live and work together in school and later in complex and diverse 
society” pg. 129). The task of socializing students in this kind of complex and 
challenging environment requires a better understanding of ways to influence students” 
(Hallinan. 2005, pg. 129). As student socialization continues beyond high school 
attending the university may contribute differently to student’s development. 
For many students’ their first “adult” experience of life in a complex organization 
is while attending college (Godwin & Markham, 1996). Students attending a large 
public university reside in a complex system. The complexity of the system is revealed 
as students learn how to navigate a system that has formal policies and rules, applied at 
times with ambiguity and in a multitude of ways. Students learn to operate within the 
complexity of the system without taking a specific class, or enrolling in a specific 
program. Learning to function in a complex organization is an unintended consequence 
of attending college. Understanding how unintended consequence learning takes place 
may affect how students leaving the university may function in the work world. The 
knowledge of negotiating complex organizations offers a significant advantage as 
students enter into the work world. 
The organization/student interface varies with the model of the organization 
(Berger, 2002; Godwin & Markham, 1996; Ewell, 1989). This study describes the day- 
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to-day effect of the operations of a complex organization on the socialization of students 
through observation of the implementation of a single policy. 
Students participating in this research study experienced variability, ambiguity, 
complexity related to the Policy and learned to operate in this large public university 
complex environment. Observing the Policy process reveals how student’s learning 
occurred. Students employ various learning strategies ranging from informal student-to- 
student communication to formally managing a complex process involving many offices 
and staff across the organization. By viewing the organization through a single policy 
students’ active participation was observed as well as how the organization incorporates 
students as key players in the system. Observing the Policy process revealed the 
reciprocity of the student’s influence on the system and the system's impact on student 
learning within the complex system. 
When traditional measures of student learning and outcomes are used aspects of 
the student experience remain invisible. Looking at the way students learn to operate in 
the complex organization of the university reveals aspects of the organization/student 
interface. 
Realizing that learning about life in a complex organization occurred throughout 
the university, students learned from many people on campus. They learned from 
faculty, deans, physicians, staff and other students. A wide variety of perspectives and 
methods were applied to this one policy. There were University staff and faculty who 
choose to disregard the policy, while others sought to guide students in developing skills 
of self-advocacy. Varying approaches and philosophies of those directly or indirectly 
involved in the Policy process provided students with may approaches. 
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The informal student network of communication contributed significantly to 
students learning about life in the University’s complex organization. The informal story 
sharing among students appears to assist in values formation by connecting student 
experiences to form an understanding or belief about what is important. This informal 
aspect of student learning provides a venue for exploring how peers contribute to a 
student’s development. 
Faculty, the SHS staff, deans, and receptionists provided students’ learning 
opportunities. When information appeared to be inconsistent to students, students 
developed strategies for verifying information and clarifying the process. Students 
reported comfort with high degrees of ambiguity. Students were comfortable when the 
Policy conflicted with implementation and students recognized that the process was what 
mattered most. In this context, students developed skills to assess consequences and as 
the consequences increased in importance student’s skills at learning the system grew in 
urgency. Students developed comfort with their own style of operating the system as if 
they had always known the process. The process became intuitive. 
Throughout the interviews student participants described the importance of 
personal relationships. Students spoke about the deep respect for faculty. Students 
expressed concern about what faculty thought about them individually. Staff participants 
reflected students’ concern for how faculty perceived students missing class. Students’ 
deep respect for faculty did not waiver when faculty broke the attendance rule; rather 
students accepted and justified the practice creating reasons for its necessity. 
How students learn to be comfortable in complex organizations remains invisible, 
yet it holds the potential for being an important aspect of a student’s college experience. 
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Perhaps a benefit of attending a university is the significant learning involved in residing 
in a complex organization. 
Greater understanding and recognition of this unintended learning, opens the 
possibility of developing intentionality for our interactions with students as they learn 
how to operate in a complex organization in the context of their every day life. The work 
environment is evolving to include “open boundaries instead of management by 
traditional controls,” (Kanter, pg.52) there are fewer top down decisions, and a 
management by values approach is being employed. Understanding student’s learning 
both academic and non-cognitive while at the university illuminates how each member of 
the university community guides student’s awareness and values formation. 
Future Research 
Early higher education literature focused on measuring outcomes such as job 
placement, income etc. Research that is more contemporary has focused on 
understanding the higher educations organizational impact on students (Godwin & 
Markham, 1996; Berger & Millem, 2000). The more recent research focused on students 
as individuals and used existing organizational models to assist with understanding the 
student/organization interface. A strength of this suggestive study is its departure from 
previous studies. This study may be read and interpreted in various ways eliciting 
different perspectives on its meaning. 
This small study was exploratory in nature focusing on unintended consequences 
to student’s learning while attending a large public university. Questions arising from 
this study include: Are there unintended consequences to student learning about life in 
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complex organizations unique to attending a large university? Do other policies provide 
similar unintended consequences? Can we see these unintended consequences to 
students transferred to other organization/student interfaces? Exploring answers to 
questions derived from this research yield three general categories for possible future 
research: other environments contributing to student socialization, alternative methods to 
study this aspect of student socialization, and the observable aspects of student 
socialization when utilizing the health care environment. Do studies exist that focus on 
the transition from college to the work force? What happens in college that allows 
students to function in a complex organization? A review of literature revealed little 
research in the area of college’s impact on non-cognitive skills and entry into the 
workforce. Bowles & Gintis note, the study of nonskill traits as determaninants of 
earnings is in its infancy...and may represent proxies for unmeasured skills valued by 
employers” (2002, pg. 12). Osborne’s study of women’s non-cognitive skills and 
earnings in the workforce (2005, pg. 840) concluded “...the mechanisms by which 
education increases earnings has eluded researchers.” Osborne also points out 
“...fostering of behavioral skills may be one mechanism by which schools increase 
potential earnings” (Osborne, 2005, pg. 840). Behavioral skills contributing to workplace 
success remain relatively unexplored. 
To date no studies appear assessing college student’s entry into the work force 
relative to their non-cognitive skills such as graduate’s comfort with complex 
organizations. The unintended learning obtained by attending a complex university may 
aid students as they transition from student to employee. Studying how the three themes 
comprising the unintended learning about life in a complex organization, found in this 
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dissertation, offers an area for exploration observing how students negotiate employment 
environments after leaving the university. The unintended consequence of comfort 
appears to be unstudied in the work environment, however; researchers are recognizing 
the possibility that there are contributors to success that are yet unidentified. 
Understanding students’ ability to negotiate complex organizations and observe its 
transferability to the work environment holds promise for further study. 
Students leaving high school generally proceed on one of three tracks: further 
schooling, directly to the work force, or to the military. Within each of these tracks there 
are opportunities for future investigation. 
Continued schooling may take many forms from small school to large schools, 
from public universities to private universities, from vocational schools to community 
colleges, from four-year college/universities to research universities. Each educational 
institution’s type may have a different impact on students leaning about life in a complex 
organization. Qualitative research of each institution type may illuminate if and how 
students experience the Policy process in a particular educational organization. 
Vocational and/or community colleges may blend aspects of high school and college 
environments. These educational facilities potentially offer differing ways for exploring 
unintended consequences. If size and structure of the educational organization are key 
factors to the observed phenomenon, perhaps a similar effect is observable in large 
private universities. 
Observing students operating the Policy process in high school may provide 
significant baseline information for understanding unintended consequences of attending 
a large public university. Perhaps a high school’s size and structure is large and loosely 
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coupled. If so, is the observable phenomenon of unintended consequences of learning 
how to operate the Policy process similar to this study? If results from high schools 
studies reflect similar effects to this study it would challenge the idea that attending a 
large public university affects students in a particular way. 
Students’ entering military service provides another venue for investigating the 
organization/student interface and unintended consequences. The military is a complex 
organization but structurally has few characteristics of loose coupling and is therefore 
likely different from universities. Observing how enlistees operate the Policy process in 
the military setting may reveal differences from this study. 
Exploring other policies within the large pubic university offers a method to 
investigate the unintended consequences to students about life in the complex university 
environment. The Absence from Class Due to Illness Policy characteristics include: 1) 
multiple participants (including faculty) in the policy process, 2) autonomy and 
connectedness of participants, 3) significant student consequences resulting from the 
policy, and 4) students having knowledge and experience of the policy in high school 
prior to attending college. Many university policies only meet some of these criteria. 
The Honor Code Policy is one university policy meeting all criteria. Honor Code policy 
has also been the subject of recent research. Honor code research conducted by 
(Vandehey, Diekoff, & LaBeff, 2007) provides an investigative model utilizing a multi¬ 
year pattern for observing change in perspective on and the rate of cheating. Vandehey, 
Diekoff, & LeBelf s (2007) honor code quantitative research assesses rate of cheating, 
neutralizing (normative) attitude toward cheating, and faculty/administrative awareness 
and response to student cheating. Conducted in 1984, 1994, and 2004 this research 
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provides information about changing student and organization patterns. The instrument 
used varied little from year to year allowing the researchers to compare trends and 
changes in results of student rates of cheating, normalizing and faculty/administrative 
awareness and response to student cheating. Adapting the research design and 
methodology used in the current research study and applying it to student use of medical 
excuses could assist visibility and understanding of the unintended consequences of the 
Policy process on student learning. 
Another study within the university setting exists for exploring the effect of 
unintended consequences on student learning. Initiating a similar study using this study’s 
design and varying only the student participants to include, students who received a 
failing course grade due to illness holds potential for learning more about student 
learning in a complex organization. The researcher’s interviews may reveal if the 
students failing a course due to illness were unsuccessful in learning the Policy process 
and if so what the student’s experience was. 
Individual student experience is a focus of this study. Student’s characteristics 
may be an important influence in this study’s findings. Current college students are 
identified as “Millennial’s” and characterized as different from previous groups of 
college students such as Gen-Xers (DeBard, 2004; Sweeton & Davis, 2004). The 
millennial generation “...is characterized as closely tied to their parents, positive and 
progressive in thought, team-oriented and community-focused, and insistent of a secure 
and regulated environment...With stronger parent-child relationships, it is reasonable to 
conclude that parental participation in a student’s university experience will increase. 
The previously autonomous lifestyle of the average student may transition into a 
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partnership. Furthermore, the expectations for a secure and regulated environment may 
heighten parental concerns and involvement” (Sweeton & Davis, 2004) pg. 2. 
Observations could be made studying parental impact on the Policy process and 
subsequent student learning. Characteristics of another generation of students entering the 
university may yield different results. 
A third investigation possibility is to ask employers about hiring. Significant data 
exist that the employment trend indicates employer preference to hire college graduates 
(Bowles & Gintis 2002; Dohm & Wyatt, 2002). Interviewing employers to gain 
understanding of the non-cognitive skills they seek and how those skills are demonstrated 
in employees may assist in understanding the contribution of the unintended 
consequences found in this research study. 
Observing how people operate in the U.S. health care system offers another 
approach in understanding the unintended consequences to students of attending a large 
public university. If attending a large public university has an unintended affect on 
student’s learning about life in complex systems, perhaps differences can be seen among 
students with other educational experiences in navigating the U.S. health care system. 
The U.S. health care system is complex containing many non-connected components 
including specialists, diverse services, a multitude of participants including multiple 
insurance plans. Operating the system has serious personal consequences. A possible 
study design could focus on those who did attend and those who did not attend a large 
public university to observe the similarities and differences in operating the health care 
system. 
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The dissertation was limited by number of participants six students were 
interviewed. Given the small sample size a number of questions remain: Were there 
differences in how students learned the complex organization based on the student’s 
gender? Did the socioeconomic background of students impact how they learned the 
complex organization or the strategies they employed to learn the Policy process? For 
students who worked in high school or even while at the university, did they learn about 
the complex organization differently than students with limited work experience? Did 
other student characteristics such as peer affiliation (athlete, student government, etc.) 
influence their learning the Policy process? 
Current literature of personal characteristics and their impact on student 
socialization could inform this study by considering alternative influences. Gender 
studies may offer information to predict a difference in how males and females may 
approach new and ambiguous environments. Studies of socioeconomic status on student 
socialization offers information about the impact class has on students and their approach 
to new situations. Student affiliations and other life experiences could also influence 
students learning about life in complex organizations. Relevant research could illuminate 
how various affiliations impacts student socialization. Understanding factors affecting 
student socialization allows the researcher to account for expected influences. 
A larger sample could assess the impact of student’s personal characteristics and 
other factors on the unintended consequences found in this study. Future research would 
analyze differences by reviewing student groupings with specific characteristic traits and 
other factors. Comparisons of within group and across variation on the various 
characteristics would assist in determining what if any impact is attributable to the 
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unintended consequence of attending a large public university rather than other 
socializing influences. Given Osborne’s (2005) findings that at least 60% of the variance 
in earnings is not explained by test scores or ability measures, and background variables 
it seems reasonable to believe that although factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, 
etc. do impact earnings there are other factors at work in assisting students success when 
they enter the work world. By identifying and describing the influence of previously 
unrecognized skills such as comfort with complex organizations allows new insight and 
better understanding of the organizational impact on students attending a large public 
university. 
Future research will be helpful in identifying if unintended consequences of 
attending a large public university exist and can become visible. Numerous ways exist to 
probe the questions raised by this research project. Are there ways of seeing and 
understanding the impact attending a large public university has on students? If so, 
perhaps best practices and knowledgeable intentionality can be applied to our daily work 
at universities. Complex organizations are the reality many students will encounter when 
they leave the university. Future research should focus on understanding how students 
learn to operate in the common circumstance of every day life in the university and how 
the university prepares them for the complex world they will enter. 
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APPENDIX A 
STUDY OF THE ABSENCE FROM CLASS DUE TO ILLNESS POLICY 
INFORMED CONSENT 
Dear Participant, 
I am a graduate student in the School of Education at the University of Massachusetts 
Amherst. I would like to invite you to participate in a research study that will help my 
work toward completion of an Ed.D. degree. I am interested in exploring the Absence 
from Class Due to Illness policy at your institution. The benefit of this research is that 
you will be helping us to better understand student's unique perspective and experience 
with policy. I hope to use this information to improve what we know and understand 
about organizations. 
Your participation will include being interviewed by me once for one to one and a half 
hours. A second interview may be requested if it seems necessary after the first 
interview. I will ask general questions about your experience with absence from class 
due to illness. 
I will use a pseudonym for your name and for the school you attend. I will tape record 
your interview, and make available a copy of the transcript for you to review. All tapes 
and transcripts will be kept in a locked space in my home office. This study will be 
shared with my dissertation committee and other appropriate members of the University 
of Massachusetts community. The dissertation will be published in hard copy and 
microfiche, and housed at the W. E. Dubois Library on campus. All materials, published 
or presented at professional meetings, will use only the pseudonyms I assign in place of 
real names and places. 
I appreciate your willingness to consider participation in this study. If you have any 
questions, feel free to call me at (413) 253-5843 (h) or (413) 577-5211 (w) you can also 
reach me via email at bmelbv2004@ vahoo.com. 
Sincerely, 
Bernette A. Melby 
Doctoral Candidate 
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APPENDIX B 
STUDY OF THE ABSENCE FROM CLASS DUE TO ILLNESS POLICY 
CONSENT FOR VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION 
I volunteer to participate in the qualitative study and understand that: 
1. I will be interviewed by Bernette A. Melby using a guided interview format that 
will take one to one and a half hours. 
2. A second interview may be requested, if necessary, after the first interview. 
3. The questions I will be answering address my experiences related to the 
universities Absence from Class Due to Illness policy. I understand that the 
primary purpose of this research is to identify experiences and perceptions that 
will assist in understanding how the organization works. 
4. The interview will be tape recorded to facilitate analysis of the data. 
5. My name will not be used in the reporting of results of the study; a pseudonym 
will be created to represent my responses in the interview. 
6. I may withdraw from part or all of this study, or end this interview at any time. 
7. I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other 
publications. 
8. I understand that results from this interview will be included in Bernette A. 
Melby’s doctoral dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted 
to professional journals for publication. 
9. I am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice. 
10. Because of the small number of participants, approximately 12, I understand that 
there is some risk that I may be identified as a participant of this study. 
My questions have been answered and l wish to participate in this research. 
Signature_ 
Print Name_ 
Researcher Signature_ 
Date 
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